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Abstract
The dissertation explored sustainability marketing communication and its possible implications for brand trust in the UK grocery retail industry, with particular reference to Marks & Spencer (M&S) as the focal case and the others were Tesco, Asda, Morrisons and Sainsbury's as the comparator retailers. The four dimensions of sustainability communication credibility studied were: claim clarity, quality of evidence and substantiation, transparency, and cross-channel consistency. Authenticity and the risk of greenwashing were also included as interpretive conditions that impact the credibility of communication and that support the building of trust.
The research philosophy was interpretivist; the method used was mostly inductive with an element of abductive method, and the design of the research was multiple case studies with secondary documentary data. Thematic analysis, within-case comparisons, cross-case comparisons and documentary triangulation were used for analysing annual reports, sustainability and ESG reports, corporate web pages and regulatory documents.
The results show that claim-evidence proportionality and balanced transparency and accessible, consistent evidence in communication channels are necessary for credible sustainability communication. M&S and Tesco and Sainsbury's had relatively strong evidence of balanced reporting; Asda had measurable initiatives that integrated the evidence less well and Morrisons had useful but more diffuse evidence. The study provides three theoretical contributions: the identification of claim-evidence proportionality as a condition of signal credibility, conceptualisation of transparency as a conditional credibility mechanism and credibility and authenticity as intervening mechanisms between sustainability communication and trust-supporting conditions. 
Consumer trust was not directly assessed, and thus the conclusions do not provide a causal effect on brand trust. In a managerial perspective, the most important elements which should be considered to boost communication credibility and avoid reputational and regulatory risk are claim substantiation, balanced transparency, cross-channel traceability and consistency and the prevention of greenwashing. 
Keywords: sustainability marketing communication, brand trust, greenwashing, authenticity, Signalling Theory, M&S, UK grocery retail.
.
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[bookmark: _Toc239795010]Chapter 1: Introduction and Rationale
[bookmark: _Toc239795011]1.1. Research Background
The UK grocery retail market offers a context for studying sustainability marketing communication, as price, convenience, and quality are becoming significant factors in the competition between the major grocery retailers, as is environmental responsibility. M&S is a particular focus case due to the fact that the food business is a part of the clothing and home and beauty business, so communicating its sustainability touches on the sourcing, packaging, energy, waste and supply-chain standards of both businesses. For 2024/25, M&S had group revenues of £13.8 billion, with its food sales increasing by 8.7% and its Fashion, Home and Beauty sales increasing by 3.5% (Marks and Spencer Group plc, 2025). Plan A also offers a sound sustainability agenda and ambition to have a net zero value chain by 2040 (Marks and Spencer Group plc, 2025). In this study, M&S is used as the focal case company, while other grocery retailers, namely Tesco, Asda, Morrisons and Sainsbury's, are used as comparator companies in the grocery retail sector in the UK.
[image: ]
[bookmark: _Toc239794904]Figure 1: Multiple case framing of M&S with comparator UK grocery retailers. Source: Self-made based on Marks and Spencer Group plc (2025), Tesco plc (2026), Asda Group Ltd (2025), J Sainsbury plc (2025) and Morrisons (2025).
Figure 1 helps to clarify the case-selection logic for this study. M&S is included in the centre as it is the focal case, whilst there are comparator retailers in the form of Tesco, Asda, Sainsbury’s and Morrisons. The scale/market indicator for each retailer gives an idea of its commercial position
and the relevance statement explains why each case is relevant to the comparison. This design illustrates that M&S is not explored without being related to other elements. The study, instead, relies on different market positions of retailers and contexts for communicating sustainability to deepen the foundation for cross-case analysis. The figure is also directly connected to the later documentary analysis, where all five retailers are analysed with respect to clarity of claims, supporting evidence and the consistency and transparency of the message. This also helps to make clearer the purpose of each case in comparison.

The following dimensions are crucial as they are important for the credibility of sustainability communication: clear, transparent, evidence-based and in line with practice. For Marketing messages to be effective, they need to be meaningful, differentiated and believable (Kotler et al., 2026). Environmental claims that are vague and/or exaggerated can diminish green brand trust and authenticity (Wu and Liu, 2022). Environmental claims need therefore to be accurate, transparent and substantiated (ASA, 2023). Regulatory guidance on clear and evidenced green claims similarly suggests these expectations (CMA, 2024). Consumer scepticism is also relevant as 57% of UK consumers think businesses deceive the public about the environmental, social and economic effects (GS1 UK, 2024). As a result, this study does not measure consumers' trust directly, but rather examines credibility signals and their potential as signals of brand trust.
[bookmark: _Toc239795012]1.2 Research Rationale
[bookmark: _Toc239795013]1.2.1 Theoretical Justification
As seen in the existing literature, sustainability marketing communication is now a key element of the brand as companies aim to communicate their responsibility, credibility and long-term value through it. From a marketing point of view, the greater the clarity, differentiation and substantiation of the messages, the stronger the brand (Kotler et al., 2026). In the sustainability arena, brand trust becomes particularly crucial since it is hard for consumers to confirm sustainability-related information concerning emissions, sourcing, packaging, waste, and ethical practices. Hence, honesty, consistency and clarity are vital for sustainability communication to build the credibility of the communication conditions related to brand trust. However, the basis of customer relationships is confidence in an organisation's promises, so sustainability messages need 
to be evaluated as relationship-building messages, rather than simply as promotional communication (Prior et al., 2024). Additionally, from the green marketing research perspective, the perception of authenticity of environmental claims and their congruence with the broader organisational behaviour influence trust (Jamal et al., 2023). Greenwashing further complicates this relationship by creating uncertainty about the authenticity and credibility of sustainability claims.  Green marketing can enhance brand trust, which is lessened when consumers are aware of greenwashing (Wu and Liu, 2022). Likewise, brand image and satisfaction are also influential factors in green trust, but become weaker if firms claim to be greener than they actually are (Ha et al., 2022). This study is thus guided by the theory on green trust, the literature on greenwashing and signalling theory.
It is not as evident how sustainability marketing communication and brand trust are related within the established UK grocery retail market with its growing number of sustainability claims. Previous studies have tried to understand the phenomenon of green marketing and greenwashing in a general sense, but have given limited attention to the combination of claim clarity, evidence quality, cross-channel consistency, or cross-case comparison of sustainability communication in the UK grocery retail sector. This is especially pertinent for M&S, Tesco, Asda, Morrisons and Sainsbury's as they send their sustainability message through their reports, on their website, in product packaging, campaigns, social media and on product labels. Green confusion can harm green brand equity, which implies that trust could be undermined by miscommunications, ambiguous language or too much information (Qayyum et al., 2023). In the digital context, the situation is more complex as sustainability messages are shared alongside misinformation, selective disclosure and public criticism. Misinformation leads to a decrease in trust in online information systems and thus to the assessment of sustainability messages in a sceptical environment (Aïmeur et al., 2023). Social media has the potential to foster engagement and value co-creation as well, but there can be a risk of diminishing credibility if inconsistent or a lack of sustainability claims are made with insufficient evidence (Li et al., 2024). Ethical language, technical evidence and emotional branding are other components which make it hard to evaluate sustainability claims when combined in fashion and textiles research (Badhwar et al., 2024). Thus, sustainability communication can, in part, support brand trust, yet there is not enough clarity on the conditions that lead to credibility.
Existing research in the field of sustainability marketing communication falls short in addressing the lack of understanding in relation to the potential implications on brand trust with major grocery retailers in the UK, and this is the gap for this study. While existing research offers some perspectives on green trust, green brand image, greenwashing and green confusion, the interdependency of claim clarity, quality of evidence and substantiation, and message consistency and transparency are not as well understood in the context of retailer communication. This is especially important for M&S as Plan A gives a unique sustainability identity which can be measured against similar sustainability communication from Tesco, Asda, Morrisons and Sainsbury's (Marks and Spencer Group plc, 2025). The assessment of greenwashing should be based on an integrated approach, with a combination of reports, websites, product statements and brand messages (Nemes et al., 2022). This study therefore uses a multiple case study design, focused on M&S and compared with other cases such as Tesco, Asda, Morrisons and Sainsbury's, to analyse how communication was developed and evaluated as to its quality and credibility across the sources of information and to give consideration to the possible implications for brand trust without directly measuring consumer trust.
[bookmark: _Toc239795014]1.2.2 Practical Justification
The study is relevant both from a practical and managerial point of view as the UK grocery market is characterised by environmental concern and scepticism of green claims. M&S's communication around Plan A, sourcing, packaging, clothing materials and food standards are all indicators of the trustworthiness of its sustainability claims. This dissertation does not directly measure the perceptions of the customer, however. Managers are then tasked with making sustainability messages clear, distinct and based on evidence, rather than what Tesco, Asda, Morrisons and Sainsbury's do. Consumer evidence also shows they are tired of sustainability, with 61% saying that they were not interested in sustainability and 47% saying that there was no difference in adopting a more sustainable lifestyle (Deloitte, 2024). The findings are considered market proof instead of evidence based on M&S customers.
Sustainability communication is one of the key elements of competitive positioning, has commercial relevance and is crucial (Fenech et al., 2024). The cumulative growth over five years for products that made ESG-related claims was 28% while the growth for products without such claims was 20% over five years (Frey et al., 2023). But environmental claims do not necessarily build brand trust. They have to look substantiated and relate to organisational practice to be credible. This is crucial to M&S as they are positioned as premium and have a reputation of quality, ethics and reliability, whereas the competition is based on price and value.
Insufficient or ambiguous sustainability claims can lead to consumers' mistrust and attention of the regulatory authorities as well as risk to the reputation. Sustainability communication is thus a marketing and compliance matter: the CMA has been looking at environmental claims by retail brands (Financial Times, 2024). Managers need to maintain simplicity and substantiation to ensure claims are understandable, and there is evidence for verification. Sustainability is not always the most important factor when choosing a packaging solution, as is shown by the packaging industry, where preferences for sustainable packaging are different for various product types and in different countries (Nordigården et al., 2025).
There is an opportunity cost, too. If M&S is not better informed about the nature of good communication in building credibility and brand trust, they may be using Plan A too sparsely or not be able to distinguish their messages from those of their competitors. Sustainability claims with complex supply chains need care as such systems may be hard to measure and manage (Mugoni et al., 2024). The usefulness of this study is thus to discover communication traits which could make sustainability messages more relevant, credible and trustworthy to brand trust in the grocery retail sector in the UK.
[bookmark: _Toc239795015]1.3 Research Contribution and Motivation
This research is the first to explore how the quality and credibility of sustainability communication either reinforce or undermine trust in a brand, and thus adds to sustainability marketing theory. Existing studies show that green marketing can contribute to trust while perceived greenwashing can erode the green trust and the meaning of the brand (Wu and Liu, 2022). The study will centre on four related communication traits: claim clarity, evidence and substantiation quality, consistency and transparency of message. These dimensions are evaluated using secondary documentary evidence and look at the possible impact on brand trust from the credibility signals. The study does not directly measure consumer trust but uses the green trust and greenwashing perspectives in the context of grocers in the UK.
The research is empirical, employing a multiple case design, with the focus on M&S and the other stores as comparators: Tesco, Asda, Morrisons and Sainsbury's. The suitability of M&S is that Plan A is a sustainability identity that is established (Marks and Spencer Group plc, 2025). The comparator retailers also share information on the sustainability activities they are engaged in at their businesses regarding their sourcing, packaging, waste, emissions and reporting. An analysis of the communication focus, the supporting evidence, consistency, transparency and regulatory sensitivity of the annual report, sustainability report, website, campaign, product communication and social media is therefore possible with the help of the cross-case analysis.
The study is relevant to the practice of managers, marketers and sustainability teams. It can support M&S in identifying sustainability claims and areas that have good support and need to be indicated with better language, evidence or business practice alignment. This is crucial since any environmental statements that are not specific enough or supported by evidence can lead to reputational and compliance issues (CMA, 2024). This study is novel in that it has created a framework of evaluation that integrates communication quality and greenwashing risk, cross-case comparison and possible brand-trust implications in the case of the major grocery retailers in the UK.
[bookmark: _Toc239795016]1.4 Research Aim, Objectives and Question
[bookmark: _Toc239795017]1.4.1 Research Aim
The aim of this research is to investigate the impact of sustainability marketing communication on brand trust through a multiple case study of grocery retailers in the UK.
The study focuses on the connection between sustainability communication and brand trust based on secondary evidence such as sustainability reports, annual reports, claims on websites and ESG communication. It does not measure consumer perceptions or brand trust directly by primary consumer data; rather, it evaluates the quality of the communication systematically, the credibility signals and the supporting evidence provided by the different retailers, including M&S and the comparator retailers. As such, any impacts to consumer brand trust are drawn upon with due caution.
[bookmark: _Toc239795018]1.4.2 Research Objectives
· To examine how M&S communicates sustainability through its Plan A strategy, annual reporting, corporate website and customer-facing brand messages.
· To evaluate how the quality and credibility of sustainability communication may support or weaken brand trust in the UK retail context, based on secondary documentary evidence. 
These aims are not descriptive, but highlight the quality of communication, the credibility of the communication and the potential impact on brand trust, connecting M&S's secondary documentary evidence to these factors, and also allowing for comparison with the other comparator cases Tesco, Asda, Morrisons and Sainsbury's. This is appropriate as the sustainability message needs to be credible and consistent with organisational behaviour in order to support trust outcomes (Wu and Liu, 2022). It also resonates with the CMA guidance of the fundamental elements of a claim: be clear, be accurate and be substantiated (CMA, 2024). The goals are therefore met by examining the consumers' response through documentation instead of actual measurement.
[bookmark: _Toc239795019]1.4.3 Research Question
· What are the sustainability marketing communication practices of Marks & Spencer (M&S) in comparison with Tesco, Asda, Morrisons and Sainsbury's?

This research question will be used to identify and cross-case compare sustainability marketing communication practices at M&S, Tesco, Asda, Morrisons and Sainsbury's. It maintains M&S as the principal case, and enables the study to compare similarities and differences in the communication practices of the four comparator retailers. The research question focuses mainly on the sustainability communication practice being presented, and the second research objective is to consider the level of quality and credibility of the sustainability communication practice, and its implications for brand trust. As the study is based on secondary documentary evidence, it does not directly measure consumer trust nor make causal claims about consumers.


[bookmark: _Toc239795020]1.5 Dissertation Structure
	Chapter
	Title
	Key focus

	1
	Introduction and Rationale
	Provides research background, rationale, contribution, aim, objectives and research question, with M&S as the focus case in the context of grocery retail within the UK.

	2
	Literature Review
	Critically examines sustainability marketing communication, brand trust, greenwashing, credibility and consumer scepticism and identifies the research gap.

	3
	Research Methodology
	Justifies the multiple case study design, secondary documentary data, case selection and analytical approach of M&S, Tesco, Asda, Morrisons and Sainsbury's.

	4
	Findings
	Describes findings of the cross-case documentary analysis on clarity of claims, quality of evidence, consistency, transparency and greenwashing risk.

	5
	Discussion
	Interprets the findings in light of literature and theory and assesses the implications of these findings for brand trust.

	6
	Conclusion and Recommendations
	Summarises findings, discusses objective(s), research question, recommendations for M&S, and limitations and future research.





[bookmark: _Toc237143962][bookmark: _Toc239795021]Chapter 2: Literature Review
[bookmark: _Toc237143963][bookmark: _Toc239795022]2.1 Introduction
For brand positioning, sustainability marketing communication is gaining in significance as organisations demonstrate long-term value, credibility and responsibility by committing themselves to the environment and society. But this can be ambiguous, selective or inadequately substantiated, raising issues with consumers about trust and “greenwashing”. The chapter critically examines sustainability marketing communication and its implications for brand trust within the UK grocery retailers, specifically Marks & Spencer (M&S) and compares Tesco, Asda, Morrisons and Sainsbury's. The five themes addressed in the review are: sustainability communication; claim clarity, evidence, transparency and cross-channel consistency; greenwashing and scepticism; authenticity, green trust and brand trust; and the UK grocery research gap. Signalling Theory is the theory that is used to support this, as retailers have more sustainability information than external stakeholders. Green trust, authenticity and greenwashing literature provide supporting perspectives. The framework assesses the clarity of the claims, quality of evidence, transparency and consistency, and brand trust is considered an implication rather than an actual consumer outcome.
[bookmark: _Toc237143964][bookmark: _Toc239795023]2.2 Thematic Overview of the Literature
[bookmark: _Toc237143965][bookmark: _Toc239795024]2.2.1 Sustainability Marketing Communication
Sustainability marketing communication involves any claims, stories, disclosures and brand messages organisations use to communicate their environmental and social responsibility. It is not a neutral activity as it influences the understanding of stakeholders about organisational behaviour, and commitment to the environment (Brereton, 2022). A sustainable brand, therefore, must incorporate sustainability values into its brand identity and not as individual projects (Foroudi and Palazzo, 2021).
It is generally agreed that there is no credibility in the volume of communication.  Sustainability communication is becoming more prominent in the field of consumer brands, but at the same time, it is not always material, comparable or well-evidenced (Primožič and Kutnar, 2022). In similar terms, green marketing can be successful, but loses credibility when it has unsubstantiated claims (Bengtson and Mossberg, 2023). This means more about the quality of the communication than how often or prominently it is used.
The credibility of sustainability messages may be affected by content, communication style and corporate self-praise (Christis and Wang, 2021). Internal implementation is also important to credible sustainability communication (Hinson et al., 2021). Another major element of credibility is strategic alignment of commitments and organisational activities (Mukonza et al., 2021). Sustainability communication can also be assessed from a marketing viewpoint, where stakeholder value is also relevant (Bhattacharyya et al., 2021). Moreover, sustainability communication needs to be taken into account along with customer value, quality and product performance (Chattopadhyay et al., 2024). The respective study of corporate communication and the survey of consumers focused on different aspects of corporate communication credibility and consumer trust, given that the former is applied to the analysis of organisational framing, and the latter involves self-reported perceptions.
These views are not mutually exclusive, but are complementary. Credibility can then be interpreted as a synergy of message quality, organisational congruence and message interpretation. However, due to methodological and contextual differences, there are constraints on generalisability, especially for studies that rely on perceptions and emerging economies (Mogaji et al., 2022). Therefore, the sustainability marketing communication is assessed in the present study along four interrelated dimensions: Claim clarity, Evidence and substantiation quality, Transparency and cross-channel consistency, with M&S as the focal case and Tesco, Asda, Morrisons and Sainsbury's as the comparator cases in the UK grocery retail sector.
[bookmark: _Toc237143966][bookmark: _Toc239795025]2.2.2 Claim Clarity, Evidence and Substantiation Quality, Transparency and Cross-Channel Consistency as Credibility Signals
Transparency is key to credible sustainability communication, but more disclosure does not necessarily equate with transparency. Organisations can seek to publish, and manage what is published, how it is presented, where it is published and what is emphasised. But the amount of disclosure does not equate to its quality, as the amount of disclosure does not imply real transparency and could even be used to greenwash (Xu, Li and Xu, 2023).
Information that is accessible, relevant and open for evaluation is essential to transparency. Trust is dependent on communication interpretation, as transparency is related to scepticism of the stakeholders and green brand credibility (Li, Sun and Hu, 2022). Measurable targets, baselines, progress indicators, certifications and clear methods are an asset to the credibility of organisations. Nevertheless, interactive communication elements can have a significant impact on the credibility of the advertising message, beyond the factual element (Verleye et al., 2023).
One of the challenges is to ensure that the evidence is balanced with accessibility. Technical detail can be useful for verification but it can decrease understanding and simplification might cause the loss of necessary conditions. Too little packaging can create green trust, but if the terms are vague, like "eco-friendly", or no boundaries are provided, it can still cause issues (Ding et al., 2024). Caution should be used when interpreting the results of the experiments since they are not as likely to encounter the messages in a controlled setting as in reports, websites, packaging or social media.
One should not mistake "clarity" for "oversimplification. Claims should describe what is going better and what is considered a baseline, scope and timeframe. Having consistency across channels can enhance credibility. Based on Signalling Theory, communication and sustainability activities act together as organisational signals (Amaya et al., 2021). A misalignment between the internal experiences and external claims regarding sustainability can make the communication less credible (Bendig, Schäper and Erbar, 2024). Variations in culture and communication channels also can affect the interpretation of sustainability information (Mohamad Saleh, Rahman and Adi Kasuma, 2023).  
Generally, credibility of sustainability communication can be evaluated on the basis of the clarity of claims, the quality of evidence, transparency and cross-channel consistency, though these are indicators of credibility, not of brand trust.
[bookmark: _Toc237143967][bookmark: _Toc239795026]2.2.3 Greenwashing, Consumer Scepticism and the Credibility Deficit
Greenwashing is one of the main challenges in the field of sustainability communication, as it leaves a distortion between the impression an organisation gives and the evidence behind this impression. Greenwashing is not just limited to outright lies but can involve exaggeration, selective disclosure, ambiguity, disproportionate emphasis and factual deception, which can have an impact on economic and social value (Bernini and La Rosa 2024). This overall picture is essential for documentary analysis since sustainability reports and marketing documents can be convincing and leave out relevant evidence.
Risk of greenwashing should be checked by analysing the claims and evidence relying on the claims. The nature of “washing” can be different depending on organisational features, its governance and its internal incentives (Ruiz-Blanco et al., 2022). In addition, agency theory offers a complementary explanation as information asymmetry between the organisations and the stakeholders can create opportunities for information distortion and selective disclosure (Ghitti, Gianfrate and Palma, 2024). This can provide opportunities for selective or misrepresentation disclosure.
Signalling theory is particularly relevant to this study, as organisations communicate their sustainability practices in a visible manner, yet are of less visibility. But communication quality should not be confused with environmental performance; what is good messaging is not synonymous with positive environmental results (Zhang et al., 2023).
Perceived greenwashing can also have negative implications on reputation and trust among stakeholders. Greenwashing can have a detrimental impact on brand image (Tu et al., 2024). Greenwashing-related brand crises can also weaken consumers' green brand trust (Li and Sun, 2022). Transparency and authenticity are, therefore, important (Alyahia et al., 2024). Greenwashing can impact not only consumers, but several stakeholder groups (Santos, Coelho and Marques, 2024). AI could offer opportunities for greater transparency in sustainability reporting processes (Moodaley and Telukdarie, 2023). When claims are unverifiable, consumer scepticism may be warranted (De Sio et al., 2022). UK Environmental advertising claims are expected to be clear, accurate, evidence-based and adequately substantiated (ASA, 2023). The same principles can be seen in the regulatory expectations of businesses about environmental claims (CMA, 2024).
[bookmark: _Toc237143968][bookmark: _Toc239795027]2.2.4 Authenticity, Green Trust and Brand-Trust Implications
Consumers are unable to check many aspects of the activities of an organisation, such as supply-chain management, emissions, sourcing and waste management, in sustainability communication. Thus, credibility, authenticity, ‘green trust' and ‘broader brand trust' are linked but they are not equivalent. Credibility is related to whether sustainability communication is believable, reliable, and provided with sufficient evidence; authenticity is related to whether it looks genuine and is congruent with the organisation's identity, values, and behaviour. Green trust is the trust placed in a brand's environmental commitments, and brand trust is the overall sense of reliability and integrity of the brand.
Foundational literature helps clarify these distinctions. Brand trust can be interpreted as the consumers' willingness to trust the brand's ability to deliver on the brand's promise of performance over a longer period of time, thereby facilitating longer-term brand relationships (Chaudhuri and Holbrook, 2001). Brand trust also reflects perceptions of reliability and confidence in a brand's intentions (Delgado-Ballester, 2004). In environmental marketing, the concept of green trust is about people’s trust on a brand that it will honour its environmental declaration and obligation (Chen, 2010). These views suggest that trust might be a possible outcome of credible sustainability communication efforts, although the credibility of the communication should not be equated with the brand's trust.
This difference has been confirmed by recent research. A positive correlation between CSR activities and perceived authenticity can enhance trust in the brand (Lee and Jeong, 2022). Green brand authenticity can also influence consumers' electronic word-of-mouth intentions (Xu et al., 2021). Green trust also has been linked with consumer engagement, word-of-mouth and purchase intentions (Guerreiro and Pacheco, 2021). Consumer-level relationships, however, cannot be directly deduced from the documentary materials analysed. Thus, the dimension of authenticity is not considered to be an independent one for quality of communication. Instead, authenticity signals are used to judge the authenticity of sustainability claims in light of the organisation's commitment and supporting evidence. The trust of the brand is thus regarded as a potential psychological result of communication credibility instead of a direct one.
[bookmark: _Toc237143969][bookmark: _Toc239795028]2.2.5 Multi-Channel Communication and the UK Grocery Retail Research Gap
Communication on sustainability is now multi-layered; it is not just about one corporate disclosure. Claims on packaging, advertising and social media must be shorter and more accessible; annual or ESG reports will have detailed evidence. This poses a challenge as there is a need to ensure that evidence across the organisation is consistent with the messages that are communicated to the customers.
This relationship is complicated further by digital communication, as organisations do not have complete control over interpretation by the stakeholders. Social-media engagement does not just involve one-way information dissemination; visibility does not imply credibility and public assertions can be challenged and/or rephrased (Jha and Verma, 2024). Likewise, brands are created by communicating; sustainability identities are created as communication between organisational messages and stakeholders' reactions (Hansen, 2023). Therefore, consistency is crucial so far as maintaining brand coherence is concerned.
Research on a single channel is a limited measurement of the quality of sustainability communication. Corporate-reporting studies can assess targets, metrics and disclosure quality, but cannot necessarily reveal how the sustainability commitments are being communicated to customers. However, the extent of disclosure does not necessarily imply transparency or credibility of communication (Xu, Li and Xu, 2023). In contrast, social media and customer-facing studies provide evidence of accessibility and engagement, but offer less evidence of whether claims are simplified, and evidence of broader organisational claims. So, neither can be used effectively as a sole tool to measure cross-channel consistency.
Three gaps are recognised in the literature. First, there is the lack of integration between transparency, credibility, greenwashing and consumer trust in an overall communication-quality framework. Ambiguous or conflicting information is one of the factors that can be responsible for green confusion (Qayyum et al., 2023). It is important to evaluate greenwashing on multiple communication channels, rather than along individual claims or disclosures (Nemes et al., 2022). Secondly, studies that examine one communication mechanism might fail to consider the variety of differences between lengthy business reports and brief customer communications. Third, there is very limited research that compares the sustainability communication of the major grocery retailers in the UK. This study, therefore, aims to compare M&S with Tesco, Asda, Morrisons, and Sainsbury's based on communication quality, consistency, authenticity and the risk of greenwashing. These gaps call for an integrated documentary framework that would assess the clarity of claims, substantiation, transparency and consistency across the UK grocery retailers and interpret the credibility of their sustainability signals based on the authenticity and greenwashing risk.
[bookmark: _Toc237143970][bookmark: _Toc239795029]2.3 Theoretical Framework
[bookmark: _Toc237143971][bookmark: _Toc239795030]Signalling Theory
Signalling Theory is the primary theory used for this research as this theory describes how organisations communicate signals about practices that are not directly observable by stakeholders. The theory is complemented by green trust, authenticity and greenwashing literature with the purpose of assessing the impact of these signals on information asymmetry, credibility and trust.
Signalling Theory has been created to account for situations where one party has information which the other cannot easily observe (Spence, 1973). The message's sender conveys a message regarding an underlying quality and the receiver assesses whether the message is credible. This has been extended to instances where stakeholders are not able to evaluate the quality, intentions or actions of a company, and have to trust in communicated evidence (Choudhury, 2024). The effectiveness of the signal is based on the visibility, credibility and difficulty of imitation.
This theory is appropriate as consumers are not as well informed as retailers on the various aspects of sourcing, emissions, packaging and supply-chain practices. Sustainability reports, targets, certifications, websites and product claims serve as signals that are missing about the qualities of an organisation. The presence of a signal doesn't necessarily mean that it's credible, however. Signalling Theory can be used for the classification and assessment of corporate sustainability communication and sustainability practices (Amaya et al., 2021).
The framework also provides assistance for the interpretation of greenwashing. Where it is easy to generate a signal that isn't backed by sustainability performance, it may lose credibility. Thus, greenwashing can be seen as a lack of credibility of the signal and a misleading promotion. Sustainability rhetoric can thus be measured for the degree of credibility and believability it can be judged as, as well as the lack of sufficient support (Bengtson and Mossberg, 2023). Stakeholder and legitimacy theories are still valid because as organisations have to deal with the expectations of stakeholders and social pressures, but less directly with regard to the credibility of communication in an information asymmetry.
One drawback of Signalling Theory is that it focuses on the signalling process rather than the interpretation of stakeholders. Communication can be co-created where intended and received meanings can then vary (Hansen, 2023). This study does not presume that the more sustainably communicated the more trust it will generate.
This research applies and operationally specifies Signalling Theory within UK grocery retail sustainability communication. It separates the concept of credibility into four observable factors: claim clarity, quality of evidence and substantiation, transparency and cross-channel consistency, which are used to evaluate signals that stakeholders cannot verify themselves (Amaya et al., 2021). Authenticity signals and greenwashing risk are considered as interpretative conditions that can be used as a means to enhance or undermine credibility (Bengtson and Mossberg, 2023). The theory is extended by comparing the different stores: M&S, Tesco, Asda, Morrisons and Sainsbury's and the documentary evidence is used to identify the trust-supporting or trust-eroding characteristics but not directly measure the levels of consumer trust among UK consumers.
[bookmark: _Toc237143972][bookmark: _Toc239795031]

2.4 Conceptual Framework
The conceptual framework combines the reviewed literature to analyse sustainability marketing communication among selected UK grocery retailers. M&S is the case study and is compared to Tesco, Asda, Morrisons and Sainsbury's. It explores sustainability communication, communication credibility, authenticity, greenwashing and possible brand-trust implications by recognisable documentary features. The relationships are based on theory and analysis, rather than causal, as the present study tries not to measure consumer trust directly.
Figure 2 presents how the main concepts identified in the literature are connected for the documentary analysis. Sustainability marketing communication is placed in the first place as it is the main phenomenon being studied. The study looks at communication between sustainability strategies and ESG reports, annual reports, corporate websites and customer-facing sustainability messages. The sources are evaluated by four communication quality factors: clarity of claims, quality of evidence and substantiation, transparency and consistency across channels. These dimensions are a source of observable indicators with which the credibility of sustainability signals can be evaluated. Communication and sustainability activities can also be considered as organisational signals that are used by stakeholders to assess the commitments that they are unable to observe (Amaya et al., 2021).
[image: ]
[bookmark: _Toc239794905]Figure 2: Conceptual Framework; Source: Self-made, developed from the literature reviewed
The downward path of Figure 2 illustrates the process of progressive interpretation of documentary evidence starting with the interpretation of the observable communication features, through the credibility and authenticity assessment and finally to the cautious consideration of possible implications for brand trust.
Claim clarity refers to the specificity, precision and boundaries of sustainability statements. Clear claims are explanations of what will be improved, the sustainability area, the scope and if applicable, the time frame and target. When the environmental language in use is unclear or very general, it can lead to a loss of credibility. The language and tone of environmental CSR communication can influence the interpretation of the sustainability messages (Christis and Wang, 2021). Evidence and substantiation quality is related to the ability to substantiate the claims with measurable and verifiable data, such as targets, baselines, certifications, methodologies, dates and reporting progress. Green advertising credibility is multidimensional and evaluating the extent of support that is provided for environmental claims is important (Verleye et al., 2023).
Transparency relates to the availability of information for stakeholders to assess the sustainability commitments including context, progress, limits and boundaries and evidence. Although it is easy to disclose much information, that does not necessarily imply transparency of information (Xu, Li and Xu, 2023). Cross-channel consistency checks consistency of targets, terminology, dates, claims and commitments across reports, websites and customer facing communication. In addition, the condition of organisational alignment is crucial for credible sustainability communication (Bendig, Schäper and Erbar, 2024).
The study seeks to assess not only how much sustainability communication is produced, but also the credibility of communication, and communication credibility has thus been placed in the center of the diagram. The lenses of authenticity signals, and greenwashing risk, are interpretive. Clarity of the relationship between claims, evidence and broader organisational commitments can help to show authenticity, whereas claims that are vague, selective, exaggerated, or lack clear evidence can raise the likelihood of greenwashing (Bernini and La Rosa, 2024).
The framework then allows a cross case comparison of M&S with the four comparator retailers. This comparison focuses on similarities and differences in the communication of the retailers and their credibility characteristics, but does not presume the same business model or environmental performance among the retailers. The last level of the framework is related to implications for brand trust. They are interpreted with caution as documentary evidence does not provide direct evidence of consumers' actual trust level. Thus, more precise, better substantiated, transparent and consistent communication could be seen as potentially trust supporting, but less precise communication could be seen as potentially trust eroding. The literature review is then connected to the documentary methodology and the findings from each case are discussed across the cases in Figure 2.
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[bookmark: _Toc237143973][bookmark: _Toc239795032]2.5 Critical Summary of Key Literature
[bookmark: _Toc239794893]Table 1:Critical Summary of Key Literature
	Author(s) & Year
	Theory / Framework
	Key Constructs
	Methodology
	Key Findings
	Limitations / Gaps
	Relevance to This Study

	Amaya et al. (2021)
	Signalling Theory
	Signals; sustainability practices; credibility
	Framework study
	Communication and sustainability practices can work hand in hand as organisational signals.
	Does not directly measure consumer trust and is not specific about grocery retailers in the UK.
	Gives the primary theoretical support for credibility signals analysis of sustainability communication.

	Christis and Wang (2021)
	Environmental CSR communication
	Message content; style; praise tactics
	Empirical study
	The content and style of environmental communication is important to consider when it comes to interpretation of messages on sustainability.
	Findings are not cross-channel or cross-platform, and they focus on a single channel.
	Assists with assessing clarity and communication presentation of claims.

	Guerreiro and Pacheco (2021)
	Green trust
	Trust; engagement; green WOM; purchase intention
	Quantitative study
	Green trust can be beneficial to consumer involvement, word of mouth and buying intentions.
	Does not use evidence of communication from documents.
	Helps explain the potential implications of credible communication for brand trust.

	Wu and Liu (2022)
	Green marketing and trust
	Green marketing; brand image; greenwashing; trust
	Questionnaire survey; SEM
	Perceived greenwashing can have a negative impact on trust in the brand, whereas green marketing can achieve the opposite result.
	Gets information about organisations from consumers' perceptions, not analysis.
	Links greenwashing risk with possible trust-supporting or trust-eroding outcomes.

	Li, Sun and Hu (2022)
	Green authenticity
	Scepticism; transparency; authenticity
	Quantitative study
	Being more transparent will help to mitigate scepticism and help create a green brand authenticity.
	Perception-based and not specifically focused on the UK grocery sector.
	Promotes transparency and authenticity aspects of the conceptual framework.

	Nemes et al. (2022)
	Greenwashing framework
	Claims; evidence; greenwashing dimensions
	Literature review and framework
	Greenwashing should be considered from several aspects and not in isolation.
	It is a largely conceptual study and is not an empirical study of the value of the major grocery retailers in the UK.
	Facilitates comprehensive claims, evidence, transparency and greenwashing risk assessment.

	Qayyum et al. (2023)
	Green brand equity
	Greenwashing; green confusion; brand equity
	Experiment; PLS-SEM
	Greenwashing and green confusion have the potential to detract from green brand equity.
	Consumer based, does not examine organisational communication as it travels through more than one communication channel.
	Demonstrates why clear and consistent sustainability claims are important.

	Verleye et al. (2023)
	Green advertising credibility
	Advertising; evidence; interaction; credibility
	Empirical study
	There are several elements to crediting the green advertising rather than just the facts.
	The main focus is on advertising and not on broader sustainability reporting and corporate communication.
	Can assess the quality of evidence and the credibility of the overall communication.

	Xu, Li and Xu (2023)
	Sustainability reporting and greenwashing
	Disclosure; transparency; shared value
	Reporting analysis
	Increasingly better disclosure does not mean true transparency.
	Primarily focuses on reporting, not on shorter sustainability communication to customers.
	Comprehends the difference between disclosure amounts vs. disclosure quality.

	Bernini and La Rosa (2024)
	Greenwashing framework
	Ambiguity; selectivity; exaggeration; omission
	Literature review
	It is possible to greenwash using only exaggeration instead of false statements, or using vague language.
	Different forms of greenwashing can be difficult to operationalise consistently.
	Offers signs to identify the risk of greenwashing in retailers' communication.

	Bendig et al. (2024)
	Sustainability communication
	Alignment; coherence; internal stakeholders
	Empirical study
	Internal alignment of the organisation's practices and external communication can bolster credibility.
	Provides limited evidence about direct consumer responses to sustainability communication.
	Enables cross-channel consistency and authenticity assessment.

	Jha and Verma (2024)
	Digital sustainability communication
	Social media; engagement; visibility; credibility
	Multi-platform study
	Increased visibility and engagement on social media does not necessarily mean credibility for communication.
	Concentrates mainly on social-media communication rather than complete communication systems.
	Supports the analysis of consistency of digital and other communication channels.

	Ding et al. (2024)
	Green trust and packaging communication
	Simplicity; packaging; environmental claims
	Experimental study
	Green trust can be fostered by simplified sustainability communication; however, such communication can raise credibility issues if it is vague.
	Consumer exposure to claims may not be as represented in controlled experiments in reports, websites and stores.
	Supports analysis of clarity of a claim, availability and detail of a claim.

	Lee and Jeong (2022)
	CSR authenticity and brand trust
	CSR compatibility; authenticity; brand trust
	Empirical study
	Syncing CSR activities and authenticity can have a positive impact on brand trust.
	Run in another industry and country setting than grocery retail in the UK.
	Supports authenticity as a condition that may contribute to potential brand-trust implications.

	Zhang et al. (2023)
	Greenwashing and environmental performance
	Greenwashing; communication; environmental performance
	Relationship analysis
	Proper communication of sustainability does not always imply that sustainability levels are high.
	The credibility of communication and real sustainability performance are still two distinct concepts.
	Ensures this dissertation does not equate credible communication with environmental performance.





[bookmark: _Toc237143974][bookmark: _Toc239795033]2.6 Conclusion
However, the literature indicates that the question of whether or not retailers communicate environmental or social responsibility is not sufficient to measure sustainability marketing communication; it is also necessary to measure the credibility and quality of the message. The key pillars are: clarity of claims, quality of evidence and substantiation, transparency and consistency across touchpoints. Additional authenticity signals and greenwashing risks also help to demonstrate the alignment of declarations with broader organisational commitments and support. The existing research tends to study key credibility factors, specific channels or the consumers' perceptions separately and there is a lack of systematic cross-retailer documentary analysis of the retailing environment in the United Kingdom. This study attempts to fill this void using a multiple case approach that focuses on M&S and compares it with Tesco, Asda, Morrisons and Sainsbury's. The study is based on Signalling Theory and assesses the observable sustainability signals in the context of information asymmetry. The chapter on Documentary Methodology is explained in Chapter 3, the cross-case findings are presented in Chapter 4, and the interpretation of cross-case findings against literature, theory, and possible implications for brand trust is explained in Chapter 5.


[bookmark: _Toc237145445][bookmark: _Toc239795034]Chapter 3: Research Methodology
[bookmark: _Toc237145446][bookmark: _Toc239795035]3.1 Introduction
This chapter outlines and rationalises the approach adopted to analyse sustainability marketing communication and its impact on brand trust of grocery retailers in the UK. The main case is that of Marks & Spencer (M&S) and Tesco, Asda, Morrisons and Sainsbury's are used for comparison. The study is constructed based on the interpretivist philosophy, predominantly an inductive approach with an abductive approach, multiple case study qualitative design and secondary documentary research. Thematic analysis measures the clarity of claims, the evidence, transparency and consistency of claims across the channels, and the risk of greenwashing and authenticity of claims are used for interpretation of brand-trust implications.
[image: ]
[bookmark: _Toc239794906]Figure 3: Research Onion; Source: Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill (2024)
[bookmark: _Toc237145447]This study is organised in six related layers of the Research Onion in figure 3, including the philosophy, theory development, methodological choice, research strategy, time horizon, and techniques and procedures. These layers are a description of the way the research progresses from philosophical underpinning to the analysis of secondary documentary data.
[bookmark: _Toc239795036]3.2 Research Philosophy, Approach and Design
[bookmark: _Toc237145448][bookmark: _Toc239795037]3.2.1 Research Philosophy
An interpretivist philosophy is the one that is appropriate because sustainability communication is not about objective meanings, but influenced by language, context, evidence and organisational positioning (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2024). The study involves understanding the meaning and credibility that could be communicated in the organisational documents; in this regard interpretivism stands as a support for the research Onion. From an ontological perspective, sustainability claims are considered context-dependent, and from an epistemological perspective, knowledge is built by interpreting documentary evidence and its organisation and regulation. The study thus does not make an evaluation of whether a retailer's environmental performance is truly better in practice, but whether the communicated information is credible or not.
[bookmark: _Toc237145449][bookmark: _Toc239795038]3.2.2 Research Approach
The study is mainly inductive, which also incorporates an element of abductive reasoning. Induction is suitable for this study since it involves the identification of patterns from documentary evidence rather than testing of pre-determined hypotheses or causal relationships (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2024). Theoretically, however, the analysis takes into account four dimensions of communication quality: clarity of claim, quality of evidence, transparency and cross-channel consistency. The concepts are meant to sensitise readers and help them interpret the text, but they also do not obscure patterns and contradictions that facilitate a flexible and coherent qualitative analysis (Braun and Clarke, 2021b).
[bookmark: _Toc237145450][bookmark: _Toc239795039]3.2.3 Research Strategy
The study method used is a mono-method qualitative comparative multiple case design, where the focal case is M&S and the comparator cases are Tesco, Asda, Morrisons and Sainsbury's. Case-study research is suitable for the study of organisational practices in real-world settings (Yin, 2018). A cross-sectional method examines the current sustainability communication by means of purposefully selected public documents. Thematic coding, within-case analysis, cross-case comparison and source triangulation help to systematically, transparently and traceably interpret the communication practices of the selected organisations.
[bookmark: _Toc237145451][bookmark: _Toc239795040]3.3 Justification for Case Study Methodology
The study is a comparative multiple case study, as it compares sustainability marketing communication among M&S, Tesco, Asda, Morrisons and Sainsbury's. Case-study research is used to explore the practices of an organisation in the context in which they operate (Yin, 2018). Multiple cases can be used to compare the cases, uncover patterns and contrasts, and enhance the analytical generalisation (Eisenhardt, 1989). This design also indicates if M&S practices are unique or common throughout the sector. It is more appropriate than surveys or experiments, as it can be used to analyse documentary evidence, such as ESG reports, webpages and sustainability communications, which will serve to triangulate (Yin, 2018). Therefore, the case-study approach is suitable for this study, which aims to explore the communication, evidence and comparisons of sustainability claims as found in practice within the retail sector, as this approach is best suited to examine the ‘how’ and ‘what’ questions.
[bookmark: _Toc237145452][bookmark: _Toc239795041]3.4 Case Selection and Sampling Strategy
Non-probability case selection was used as the selection of cases was based on theory rather than representativeness. This method can be used for analytical comparison and theory development for qualitative case studies (Eisenhardt, 1989). Relevance of sustainability marketing, information richness, UK retail comparability, current sustainability activity, and credible documentary evidence were all taken into account when making the selection. M&S was chosen as the focal organisation as they have extensive, up-to-date sustainability communication in their Plan A programme and their ESG reporting in 2025 (Marks and Spencer Group plc, 2025). Tesco, Sainsbury's, Asda and Morrisons were selected as comparators as they are all in the same environment as consumers and regulators in the UK. Because of the variation in firms in size and product, the focus of comparison is on communication practices, and this provides analytical generalisation, not statistical generalisation. The unit of analysis is sustainability marketing communication that relates to the selected organisations' grocery and food-retailing activities, allowing for the comparability of the data between M&S and the four comparator retailers.
[bookmark: _Toc239794894]Table 2: Case Selection Logic
	Case
	Role
	Selection rationale

	M&S
	Focal case
	Plan A sustainability identity, extensive current ESG reporting and rich corporate/customer-facing sustainability communication

	Tesco
	Comparator case
	Large UK retailer with extensive, recent and verifiable ESG and sustainability communication

	Sainsbury's
	Comparator case
	Comparable retail environment in the UK with a significant degree of environmental communication on the customer side

	Asda
	Comparator case
	Relevant environmental, sourcing and customer-facing sustainability claims suitable for comparison

	Morrisons
	Comparator case
	Strong food, agricultural sourcing and relevance to supply-chain sustainability 


Table 2 clarifies the case-selection process. The focus case is M&S because of its long history and reputation as a sustainability brand and because of its extensive reporting, whilst the comparator cases in the UK grocery market are Tesco, Sainsbury's, Asda and Morrisons. The table describes the rationale behind the choice of each retailer and does not suggest a similar size or business model or sustainability performance. Accordingly, case selection will be relevant, having enough documentation and being analytically comparable across the five retailers.
[bookmark: _Toc237145453][bookmark: _Toc239795042]3.5 Data Sources and Collection
The research is based on secondary documentary sources, such as those published on the internet (annual report, ESG and sustainability report, corporate webpages, strategic statements, campaigns, customer communication). Where available, product, packaging and social-media messages were also included. Relevant, up-to-date, credible and comparable UK retail evidence was chosen for the following points related to emissions, sourcing, packaging, waste and sustainability commitments. Sources identified through the official M&S, Tesco, Asda, Morrisons and Sainsbury's websites and through CMA and ASA regulatory documents and were entered into an evidence log. Data was purposefully sampled for documents relevant to sustainability marketing communication, current, credible and comparable across the five retailers. Evidence included emissions, sourcing, packaging, and waste and overall sustainability commitments across the four analytical dimensions. Cases were documented by retailer, recorded, documented, year, communication channel, sustainability focus, analytical dimension and interpretive lens, ensuring transparency and documentation consistency across cases, as well as supporting traceability and consistent analytical documentation. Official reporting and company communication can be used to show first-hand and up-to-date information about how retailers talk about sustainability commitments, and regulatory sources can be used as a third-party basis for evaluating the credibility of sustainability claims. Self-presentation bias and misleading sustainability communication (MPSC) are possible in corporate reporting (Bernini and La Rosa, 2024). Triangulation led to greater credibility, and the CMA Green Claims Code provided an external benchmark (CMA, 2021).
[bookmark: _Toc237145454][bookmark: _Toc239795043]3.6 Data Analysis
Thematic analysis was used to systematically identify patterns in the documentary evidence that occurs in textual and visual communication (Braun and Clarke, 2021a). A structured analytical matrix aligned with the cases of the retailers and the Chapter 2 framework was used for manual coding. The first stage of the analysis was familiarisation, recording of sustainability claims, supporting evidence, context and communication features. Within-case analysis was conducted separately for each retailer. The claim clarity, quality of information substantiations, and transparency and cross-channel consistency of documentary evidence from M&S, Tesco, Asda, Morrisons and Sainsbury's were evaluated. The types of communication channels in each case were systematically compared to find supporting, contradictory or inconsistent evidence before comparing retailers across cases. Four dimensions: claim clarity, substantiation quality, transparency and cross-channel consistency were addressed in coding. Clarity paid attention to specificity, scope, terminology, and timeframes and evidence quality to metrics, baselines, targets, certifications and progress. Consistency evaluated alignment between reports, websites and customer communication and transparency evaluated context, limitations and disclosure. After performing within-case analysis, the cross-case comparison was conducted in the structured analytical matrix. M&S was systematically compared to Tesco, Asda, Morrisons and Sainsbury's to find patterns, similarities and differences in the four dimensions. Authenticity and potential greenwashing were used as interpretive lenses, while documentary triangulation was used as the means to carefully consider the overall credibility of the communication and its potential implications on brand trust. 
To evaluate the greenwashing risk, a comparison between the sustainability claims and the evidence to support these claims was undertaken, as greenwashing is not a binary (true/false) phenomenon (Bernini, Giuliani and La Rosa, 2024). Clear, transparent, consistent and evidence-based communication was perceived as potentially trust-supporting, whereas vague or poorly substantiated communication could be potentially mistrustful in the brand communication (Wu and Liu, 2022).
4


[bookmark: _Toc237145455][bookmark: _Toc239795044]3.7 Research Quality and Rigour
Construct validity, Analytical validity, External validity, and reliability were considered with respect to research quality. Claim clarity, evidence quality, transparency and cross-channel consistency were the four dimensions of claim clarity used across all five cases to enhance construct validity. Triangulation of sustainability reports, company information, customer-facing communication and regulatory evidence reduced reliance on a single organisational story (Yin, 2018). Analytical validity was reinforced by systematic evidence-to-conclusion reasoning, and by considering contradictory or incomplete evidence. External validity relied on analytical rather than statistical generalisation through comparison of M&S with four UK grocery retailers (Yin, 2018). Documentary evidence log increased reliability; systematic source checking and consistent coding enhanced transparency, traceability and credibility in qualitative analysis (Braun and Clarke, 2021b).
[bookmark: _Toc239794895]Table 3: Documentary Evidence Log
	Retailer / Source
	Document
	Year
	Channel
	Sustainability Focus
	Core Dimension(s)
	Interpretive Lens, Where Evidenced

	M&S
	Annual Report and Financial Statements
	2025
	Corporate report
	Plan A, strategy, sustainability identity
	Claim clarity; Cross-channel consistency
	Authenticity signals / Greenwashing risk, where evidenced

	M&S
	Basis of Reporting
	2025
	Methodological / corporate report
	KPI definitions, boundaries and calculation methods
	Evidence and substantiation quality; Transparency
	Authenticity signals / Greenwashing risk, where evidenced

	M&S
	ESG Report
	2026
	Corporate sustainability report
	Emissions, packaging, food waste, sourcing and Plan A progress
	Evidence and substantiation quality; Transparency
	Authenticity signals / Greenwashing risk, where evidenced

	Tesco
	Sustainability Report
	2026
	Corporate sustainability report
	Carbon, packaging, food waste, transport, nature and sourcing
	Claim clarity; Evidence and substantiation quality; Transparency
	Authenticity signals / Greenwashing risk, where evidenced

	Asda
	ESG Performance Update
	2025
	Corporate website / ESG communication
	Carbon, packaging, agriculture, sourcing and operational initiatives
	Evidence and substantiation quality; Transparency
	Authenticity signals / Greenwashing risk, where evidenced

	Morrisons
	Sustainability / Sustain Framework
	2025
	Corporate website
	Climate, food waste, packaging, sourcing and British farming
	Claim clarity; Transparency; Cross-channel consistency
	Authenticity signals / Greenwashing risk, where evidenced

	Sainsbury’s
	Annual Report and Financial Statements
	2025
	Corporate report
	Business strategy and sustainability commitments
	Claim clarity; Cross-channel consistency
	Authenticity signals / Greenwashing risk, where evidenced

	Sainsbury’s
	Sustainability webpage
	2025
	Corporate website
	Plan for Better and sustainability commitments
	Claim clarity; Cross-channel consistency
	Authenticity signals / Greenwashing risk, where evidenced

	Sainsbury’s
	Plan for Better Report 2025/26
	2026
	Sustainability report / performance scorecard
	Emissions, food waste, packaging, suppliers and operational progress
	Evidence and substantiation quality; Transparency
	Authenticity signals / Greenwashing risk, where evidenced

	CMA
	Green Claims Code: Making Environmental Claims
	2021
	Regulatory guidance
	Environmental claims and substantiation
	Claim clarity; Evidence and substantiation quality; Transparency
	Greenwashing risk

	CMA
	Making Green Claims: Getting it Right, Across the Supply Chain
	2026
	Regulatory guidance
	Environmental claims, evidence and supply-chain communication
	Claim clarity; Evidence and substantiation quality; Transparency
	Greenwashing risk

	ASA
	Misleading Environmental Claims and Social Responsibility in Advertising
	2026
	Regulatory guidance
	Environmental advertising and overall consumer impression
	Claim clarity; Evidence and substantiation quality
	Greenwashing risk



Table 3 summarises the documentary evidence used to support transparency, consistency and traceability. It documents corporate, sustainability and regulatory information from M&S, Tesco, Asda, Morrisons and Sainsbury's, including 2025/26 and 2026 information. Sources are categorised by channel, focus on sustainability and analytical dimension, and CMA and ASA guidance offers independent assessment of claim clarity, claim substantiation and claim transparency.

[bookmark: _Toc237145456][bookmark: _Toc239795045]3.8 Ethical Considerations
The study will not involve any human participants, personal data or informed consent requirements, as the documents are publicly available organisational and regulatory documents. But, there is an ethical concern. All evidence is correctly cited, fairly interpreted and reported in its original context. The study does not make unsupported claims of retailers' 'greenwashing' activity. Rather, it highlights potential greenwashing concerns arising from ambiguity, exaggeration, selective disclosure, inconsistencies and weak substantiation, which is crucial as environmental claims are being more closely examined by regulators (ASA, 2025). Academic integrity is ensured by providing full identification of all the documentary sources. Evidence that is contradictory or not favourable is not intentionally withheld. Organisational sensitivity is respected and does not lead to misrepresentation of the organisation's reputation. No claim of ethical approval is made for the research which follows the university's ethics requirements and principles of honesty, accuracy and responsible reporting.
[bookmark: _Toc237145457][bookmark: _Toc239795046]3.9 Chapter Summary
The chapter adopted an interpretivist, mainly inductive qualitative multiple case approach with an abductive component and secondary documentary evidence from M&S, Tesco, Asda, Morrisons and Sainsbury's. The main focus is on M&S; the other retailers are used as a comparator. Methodological rigour is supported by the use of purposive selection, thematic analysis, within-case comparison and cross-case comparison and documentary triangulation. The analytical framework includes aspects of claim clarity, evidence quality, transparency and cross-channel consistency; the lenses are authenticity and potential greenwashing. In Chapter 4, this framework is used for the five retailers to explore how credible a retailer's communication is and what it might mean for trust in the brand.


[bookmark: _Toc237232066][bookmark: _Toc239795047]Chapter 4: Findings
[bookmark: _Toc237232067][bookmark: _Toc239795048]4.1 Introduction
In this chapter, the results of the secondary documentary analysis of sustainability marketing communication in Marks & Spencer (M&S), Tesco, Asda, Morrisons and Sainsbury's are presented. M&S is the main case and the other retailers offer comparison. Annual and sustainability reports, ESG disclosures, corporate webpages and regulatory materials are analysed based on four criteria: claim clarity, evidence and substantiation quality, transparency and cross-channel consistency. Authenticity signals and greenwashing risk are taken into account without taking documentary evidence as a measure of consumer trust. Thematic comparison seeks to recognise similarities and differences between sources (Braun and Clarke, 2021a). Baselines, timeframes, progress indicators and limitations are considered, as they may lead to selective or incomplete communication and, therefore, to greenwashing risk even if there are no demonstrably false claims (Nemes et al., 2022). The chapter concludes with a cross-case synthesis, followed by the chapter summary.
[bookmark: _Toc237232068][bookmark: _Toc239795049]4.2 Case Study 1: Marks & Spencer
[bookmark: _Toc237232069][bookmark: _Toc239795050]4.2.1 Introduction and Background
M&S has stores in food, fashion and home goods in the UK and is a rival to Tesco, Asda, Morrisons and Sainsbury's in the food retailing sector. M&S is the focal case of this study, which incorporates sustainability as a part of its business identity with Plan A. It identifies and links the environmental agenda to food, clothing, logistics and supply chains, rather than taking a campaign approach to sustainability (Marks and Spencer Group plc, 2025a).
[bookmark: _Toc237232070][bookmark: _Toc239795051]4.2.2 The Challenge or Opportunity
The biggest problem is the difficulty of articulating Plan A into specific and measurable claims, as the majority of environmental impact is not direct to M&S. It is not possible to have a whole value-chain story without store-level progress, with scope 3 accounting for 96% of its footprint in 2024/25 (Marks and Spencer Group plc, 2026). Therefore, substantiation is a precondition for credibility: Broad corporate rhetoric must be backed up by substantiation (Bengtson and Mossberg, 2023). 
[bookmark: _Toc237232071][bookmark: _Toc239795052]4.2.3 The Approach and Implementation
M&S aligns with SBTi targets, has governance and is engaging suppliers, with detailed KPI reporting. It aims to achieve a 55% target for location-based Scope 1 and 2 emissions by 2029/30, and to test projects that are lower carbon or involve farming and circularity, using the Plan A Accelerator Fund, which includes 37 projects in four years (Marks and Spencer Group plc, 2026). Implementation goes beyond target-setting initiatives, supplier engagement, funded pilots, governance and formal measurement processes. In a separate Basis of Reporting, the metric boundaries and calculation methods are explained, which allows for the Plan A claims to be verified against the reported KPIs (Marks and Spencer Group plc, 2025b). This enhances transparency and aids stakeholders in questioning environmental claims (Li, Sun and Hu, 2022).
[bookmark: _Toc237232072][bookmark: _Toc239795053]4.2.4 Outcomes and Results
Results were mixed. M&S reduced their Scope 1 and 2 emissions by 38% and eliminated 613.4 million packaging units. Food packaging had 31% recycled content against a 30% target, and 91% of own-brand packaging was recyclable, against a 100% target. Lack of uniformity in delivery and concern for the credibility of the targets as food waste was only 5% less than the 2017/18 baseline, well away from the 50% target for 2029/30 (Marks and Spencer Group plc, 2026).
[bookmark: _Toc237232073][bookmark: _Toc239795054]4.3 Case Study 2: Tesco
[bookmark: _Toc237232074][bookmark: _Toc239795055]4.3.1 Introduction and Background
As one of the UK's leading grocery retailers, Tesco has a wide reach, a long supply chain and huge numbers of customers making many demands of sustainability communication. It communicates through annual reporting, a dedicated Sustainability Report and customer-facing initiatives. Its disclosure is data-rich, which enhances verifiability, but can also reduce the visibility of material weaknesses due to the volume of information, and therefore makes Tesco an interesting comparison to see how balanced communication is being done (Primožič and Kutnar, 2022).
[bookmark: _Toc237232075][bookmark: _Toc239795056]4.3.2 The Challenge or Opportunity
The biggest hurdle that Tesco currently faces is the discrepancy between operational decarbonisation and a bigger value chain footprint. In 2025/26, Scope 1 and 2 emissions were about 1% of the total emissions, which was 68.1 million tCO2e (Tesco plc, 2026). Thus, the operational reduction might overestimate the climate performance overall, leading to a higher greenwashing risk (Bernini, Giuliani and La Rosa, 2024).
[bookmark: _Toc237232076][bookmark: _Toc239795057]4.3.3 The Approach and Implementation
Tesco has six environmental pillars: sustainable consumption, products, stores, transport, waste and nature. Implementation involves heat pumps, renewable electricity, an internal carbon price, electric delivery fleet and supplier engagement, and natural refrigerants. AI-powered ordering and markdown processes help cut down on food wastage (Tesco plc, 2026). These actions represent the actions in stores, transport, suppliers and inventory management. Explicit baselines and progress tables provide quality and depth to evidence, and enable headline sustainability messages to be verified against disclosures. But there is information asymmetry due to the fact that organisations have control over the selection and framing of information (Ghitti, Gianfrate and Palma, 2024).
[bookmark: _Toc237232077][bookmark: _Toc239795058]4.3.4 Outcomes and Results
Tesco exceeded its 2025 operational emissions target, achieving a 68% Scope 1 and 2 reduction against a 2015/16 baseline, above its 60% target. It also claimed 99% recyclable packaging from its own brand in the UK, but only achieved a 24% reduction in food waste which falls short of the 50% target. Misclassification issues were found in the case of some food waste in an internal review (Tesco plc, 2026). This disclosure increases transparency, while there will be some measurement inconsistencies that will cause green confusion (Qayyum, Jamil and Sehar, 2023).
[bookmark: _Toc237232078][bookmark: _Toc239795059]4.4 Case Study 3: Asda
[bookmark: _Toc237232079][bookmark: _Toc239795060]4.4.1 Introduction and Background
Asda is part of the UK grocery market (a competitive landscape) and is used as a comparator as they have a blend of sustainability communications both at the corporate level and through the product level and operational initiatives. It shares sustainability via ESG reporting and programmes relating to carbon, packaging, agriculture and communities (Asda Group Ltd, 2025). Its communication is more succinct, which means that more definitions, baselines and boundaries are required as compared to M&S and Tesco.
[bookmark: _Toc237232080][bookmark: _Toc239795061]4.4.2 The Challenge or Opportunity
Asda's challenge is to demonstrate that they have made true progress in key areas, which is not just the result of their efforts in their own divisions. The CMA has set out a set of guidelines for UK environmental claims which must be clear, accurate and substantiated (CMA, 2021). It is vital that recyclability does not necessarily result in actual recycling and material reduction. The ASA also emphasises the perception of environmental advertising practices in general (ASA, 2026).
[bookmark: _Toc237232081][bookmark: _Toc239795062]4.4.3 The Approach and Implementation
Asda's approach is to incorporate carbon reduction, packaging redesign, supply-chain standards and nature-related certification. It has made two investments in Bio-LNG refuelling facilities and was LEAF Marque certified in over 500 fresh-produce operations in the UK in 2024 (Asda Group Ltd, 2025). Implementation therefore relates to infrastructure, standards set by suppliers, certification and the redesign of the product. These include vacuum-packed beef mince, lighter glass bottles and cardboard packaging for laundry capsules, etc. to make a strategy more relevant to the consumer by linking the strategy with easily recognisable products (Bhattacharyya et al., 2021). However, the available evidence was limited through the channels, making it difficult to compare the information properly. Although the product-level examples were useful, it was not enough to act as performance evidence for the whole business (Johnson and Greenwell, 2022).
[bookmark: _Toc237232082][bookmark: _Toc239795063]4.4.4 Outcomes and Results
Asda reported a 12% year-on-year reduction in operational Scope 1 and 2 emissions and a 48% reduction since 2021. Recyclable own-brand packaging was 97.5% and its redesigned Just Essentials beef-mince pack reduced packaging by 60% and eliminated 43 tonnes of plastic (Asda Group Ltd, 2025). While that is the case for measurable outcomes, successful results, rather than incomplete ones, are emphasised in communication, which adds to the need for cross-source verification (Nemes et al., 2022).
[bookmark: _Toc237232083][bookmark: _Toc239795064]4.5 Case Study 4: Morrisons
[bookmark: _Toc237232084][bookmark: _Toc239795065]4.5.1 Introduction and Background
Morrisons is a UK grocery retailer with close ties to food production, manufacturing and British agriculture, with sustainability at the heart of its communication within its supply chain. It has a sustainability narrative that is scaffolded in the ‘Sustain’ framework that includes energy and climate, packaging and waste, sustainable sourcing and health and social impact (Morrisons, 2025). Evidence, however, is more spread across web pages that are publicly available than competitors' integrated scorecards.
[bookmark: _Toc237232085][bookmark: _Toc239795066]4.5.2 The Challenge or Opportunity
The primary hurdle is traceability as farming, sourcing, food waste and packaging claims are things that customers can't see. Lack of access to evidence may result in asymmetric information and verification problems. Credibility should be measured by several stakeholders, not just based on environmental language (Santos, Coelho and Marques, 2024). Inconsistencies between claims and evidence that is accessible online also come at a reputational cost in social media (Salimi et al., 2026). 
[bookmark: _Toc237232086][bookmark: _Toc239795067]4.5.3 The Approach and Implementation
Morrisons targets operational emissions, food waste, packaging and responsible sourcing with quantified targets. Implementation refers to energy efficiency, reduced carbon footprint from logistics, supplier relationships, food-waste forecasting and the reuse of surplus food (Morrisons, 2025). These actions are actual ways in which it can deliver on its Sustain commitments. However, targets and implementation activities are not grouped together in a single corporate web page, but appear in various corporate web pages accompanied by supporting evidence. This can also make it harder to compare across the channels and may also reduce the consistency of the messages where information is selectively presented or not easily linked (Oppong-Tawiah and Webster, 2023).
[bookmark: _Toc237232087][bookmark: _Toc239795068]4.5.4 Outcomes and Results
Morrisons saw Scope 1 and 2 emissions decrease 26.75% below its 2019 baseline, with an 80.6% reduction target set by 2035. It also cut operational food waste by approximately 5,000 tonnes and is aiming for a 50% reduction by 2030 (Morrisons, 2025). However, using tonnes limits direct comparison with the results and makes transparency more difficult (Daou et al., 2025).
[bookmark: _Toc237232088][bookmark: _Toc239795069]4.6 Case Study 5: Sainsbury’s
[bookmark: _Toc237232089][bookmark: _Toc239795070]4.6.1 Introduction and Background
Sainsbury's is one of the largest grocery stores in the United Kingdom, whose sustainability programme includes operations, supply chain, packaging, food waste and supplier emissions. It communicates sustainability through Plan for Better, annual reporting, webpages and a performance scorecard. Food strategy and supply-chain resilience are integrated with sustainability (J Sainsbury plc, 2025). The 2025/26 scorecard contains the number of achievements and missed packaging targets.
[bookmark: _Toc237232090][bookmark: _Toc239795071]4.6.2 The Challenge or Opportunity
When progress towards the environmental objectives is slow, Sainsbury's biggest challenge is to sustain the trust of people. Having the carbon aspect of the organisation stronger can lead to a misleading impression if the weaker packaging aspects are not given the same focus. Even if the data reported is correct, there is a known problem of selective emphasis in the context of greenwashing (Montgomery, Lyon and Barg, 2024). Achievements and shortcomings could then be disclosed in a balanced way to enhance its sustainability communication.
[bookmark: _Toc237232091][bookmark: _Toc239795072]4.6.3 The Approach and Implementation
Plan for Better combines quantified targets, supplier engagement and investment. Sainsbury's aims to achieve absolute Scope 1 and 2 emission reduction of 68% by 2030, with the longer-term target of net zero in its own operations for 2035. In 2025/26, it paid £18.0 million for its Graphite energy-efficiency programme and 51.6% of its Scope 3 emissions were accounted for by suppliers that had SBTi-approved 1.5°C-aligned targets in place (J Sainsbury plc, 2026). The performance scorecard links commitments to outcomes and automation enables forecasting, markdown and redistribution. This can help to build trust and confidence in authenticity and minimise greenwashing concerns (Poulis, Theodoridis and Zacharatos, 2026).
[bookmark: _Toc237232092][bookmark: _Toc239795073]4.6.4 Outcomes and Results
Sainsbury's operating GHGs fell by 53.6% from the 2018/19 baseline, and donations of 26.8 million meals were made in 2025/26. It also helped to avoid 11,030 tonnes of food waste. The reduction in plastic packaging was 17.9% and the recycled content 23% (J Sainsbury plc, 2026). Having reported progress and shortfalls helps with transparency. While there are frequent adjustments of targets, this may make it harder to perceive consistency (CMA, 2026).
[bookmark: _Toc237232093][bookmark: _Toc239795074]4.7 Summary of Cross-Case Analysis
[bookmark: _Toc237232094][bookmark: _Toc239795075]4.7.1 Recurring Triggers Across Cases
· All five retailers are under pressure to make environmental claims convincing to the stage where consumers cannot directly check.
· These are key areas such as emissions, sourcing, packaging and food waste.
· Specific, transparent and substantiated environmental claims are more important due to regulatory scrutiny (ASA, 2026).
[bookmark: _Toc237232095][bookmark: _Toc239795076]4.7.2 Common Response Patterns
· All retailers have sustainability targets, webpages and operational initiatives.
· Headline claims are linked to baselines, methods, measurable progress, and show how an organisation is making sustainability a practical reality. 
· In terms of integrated evidence, M&S and Tesco provide more evidence; Sainsbury's provides quantified examples, and Morrisons uses more dispersed webpages (Nemes et al., 2022).
[bookmark: _Toc237232096][bookmark: _Toc239795077]4.7.3 Major Differences Between the Cases
· There are reports of underperformance alongside achievements at M&S, Tesco and Sainsbury’s.
· Tesco misses targets for food waste, M&S has weak performance in food waste and Sainsbury's reports packaging shortfalls.
· Asda provides appropriate examples with quantified values and lacks in setting targets and performance vs the result.
· Morrisons provides some direct comparison for emissions but weaker comparability for food-waste performance
[bookmark: _Toc237232097][bookmark: _Toc239795078]4.7.4 Emerging Relationship Between Execution and Results
· When firms give a credible explanation of the connection between actions and measurable outcomes, that is when the credibility is the strongest.
· Connecting ambition, implementation and results minimises the disconnect between words and action (Bernini and La Rosa, 2024).
· The patterns are meant to represent conditions for which consumers are more likely to trust, not to be conclusive evidence of consumer trust.
[bookmark: _Toc239794896]Table 4: Cross-Case Findings Summary
	Retailer
	Recurring Trigger
	Common Response
	Major Difference
	Execution–Result Relationship

	M&S
	Credibility of whole-value-chain claims
	Plan A, SBTi targets, KPI reporting and implementation mechanisms
	Inadequate food-waste progress and lack of full recyclability are revealed
	Effective implementation, but inconsistent results

	Tesco
	Scale and large Scope 3 footprint
	Environmental pillars, AI, supplier action and progress reporting
	The failure to achieve the food-waste target is publicly acknowledged
	Progress and data gaps are identified through strong measurement.

	Asda
	Need to substantiate headline environmental claims
	Carbon reduction, packaging redesign and farming initiatives
	Less visibility of incomplete outcomes and shortfalls
	Concrete initiatives back claims, and there is a weaker degree of comparability.

	Morrisons
	Supply-chain traceability and verifiability
	Sustain targets, sourcing commitments and measurable initiatives
	Evidence is spread out throughout various web pages
	Specific targets help to enhance credibility; fragmentation makes comparison difficult.

	Sainsbury’s
	Uneven sustainability progress across categories
	Plan for Better, supplier engagement and performance scorecard
	The underperformance of packaging is evident and explained
	Balanced reporting links the implementation with the outcomes and gaps in implementation



Table 4 presents cross-case findings for the 5 retailers throughout the 4 analytical themes. It highlights the credibility pressures for all cases but the differences in evidence integration and visibility of underperformance and implementation. Asda and Morrisons show good evidence of initiatives, while M&S, Tesco and Sainsbury's show better evidence of balanced reporting. In general, measurable targets, mechanisms of implementation and transparency of disclosure improve the credibility of the communication and mitigate potential greenwashing concerns.
[bookmark: _Toc237232098][bookmark: _Toc239795079]4.8 Chapter Summary
The results indicate that the quality of sustainability communication is related less to the presence of commitments than to their clarity in being evidenced, bounded and tied to results. M&S, Tesco and Sainsbury's show greater levels of transparency by making sure to report on both success and failure. Although Asda offers quantifiable examples, it lacks cross-channel comparability. Whereas Morrisons offers measurable examples which remain fragmented throughout sources. Targets and baselines, methodologies and acknowledgement of limitations are all evidence of credibility, while selective emphasis and low boundaries may indicate increased risk of greenwashing. Chapter 5 will explore these patterns in the light of relevant theory and literature concerning trust.


[bookmark: _Toc238719980][bookmark: _Toc239795080]Chapter 5: Discussion and Analysis
[bookmark: _Toc238719981][bookmark: _Toc239795081]5.1 Purpose and Positioning
This chapter critically interprets the findings from Chapter 4 through the theoretical arguments, concepts and empirical evidence reviewed in Chapter 2. Instead of recreating the five retailer cases, it generalises the similarities, differences and contradictions across M&S, Tesco, Asda, Morrisons and Sainsbury’s to assess sustainability marketing communication and possible implications for brand trust. 
This discussion will focus on four dimensions identified by the conceptual framework as interrelated: claim clarity, quality of evidence and substantiation, transparency and cross-channel consistency. Authenticity and possible greenwashing are considered as the conditions that should have an impact on the credibility of these dimensions. Signalling Theory offers the key prism since consumers fail to observe most of the environmental practices, which causes a lack of information between retailers and external stakeholders (Choudhury, 2024). 
This chapter thus evaluates cross-case evidence in supporting, extending or qualifying existing literature and differentiating between credible and actual environmental performance, and actual evidence of consumer brand trust, in which strong communication does not equate with balanced sustainability performance in practice (Zhang et al., 2023).
[bookmark: _Toc238719982][bookmark: _Toc239795082]5.2 Analytical Framework and Logic
The conceptual framework of Chapter 2 is followed in the analytical logic. According to Signalling Theory, organisations convey visible cues regarding attributes that cannot be verified by external stakeholders, and the effectiveness is reliant on the reliability and intelligibility of such cues (Amaya et al., 2021). Claim clarity in this research is specificity, scope, terminology and timeframe, and evidence and substantiation involve measurable indicators, baselines, targets, certifications and implementation evidence. 
Transparency covers the disclosure of successes, constraints and reality, and cross-channel consistency is connected with the consistency between reports, webpages and customer-facing documents. The analysis uses a hybrid thematic design, which combines literature with Chapter 4 evidence summaries to evaluate convergence, divergence and contingencies. This method is appropriate as too much disclosure is not necessarily transparency. Also, the credibility of the communications is based not on volume but on the relationship between the claims and rationalisations (Xu, Li and Xu, 2023). 
Credibility and authenticity are thus intervening mechanisms, despite brand trust being interpretive, in the absence of direct measurement in this documentary research context. There are four related themes discussed.
[bookmark: _Toc238719983][bookmark: _Toc239795083]5.3 Cross-Case Synthesis and Comparison with Literature
[bookmark: _Toc238719984][bookmark: _Toc239795084]5.3.1 Claim Clarity and Substantiation as Credibility Conditions
The literature states that environmental communication becomes more credible due to clearly delimited claims that have evidence-based support and information that can be measured, and vague or unsubstantiated claims undermine credibility (Bengtson and Mossberg, 2023). This opinion is confirmed by the cross-case findings. M&S and Tesco merge targets, baselines and KPIs and implementation evidence, and Sainsbury’s correlates multiple commitments with measurable indicators. A good example of operations to consider is Asda, which has announced a decrease in the packaging of its Just Essentials beef-mince item by 60 in total and 43 tonnes of plastic (Asda Group Ltd, 2025). 
Nonetheless, quantification does not substantiate. Evidence at a product level might be convincing on a particular claim without reflecting on sustainability performance at an organisational level (Verleye et al., 2023). This especially applies to Asda, where concrete efforts offer convincing demonstrations, but less target-to-result comparability restricts more generalisations. 
The results thus indicate that substantiation is a quality and scope dimension: the evidence must be quantifiable and relative to the strength of the statement. Simplified environmental terminology can become troublesome when particularly pertinent boundaries or conditions are not considered (Ding et al., 2024). M&S also shows that substantiation of good strength can depict imbalanced advancement in the sense that good communication must be backed by evidence that can challenge its arguments and not just endorse.
Interim conclusion: clear and measurable claims enhance credibility only to the extent that the magnitude of the supporting evidence is equal to the magnitude of the sustainability claim.
[bookmark: _Toc238719985][bookmark: _Toc239795085]5.3.2 Transparency, Underperformance and Credibility
Transparency is an essential factor for differences across cases. M&S, Tesco and Sainsbury’s also report successes and areas such as food-waste and packaging underperformance relative to set goals. This questions the idea that successful sustainability marketing ought to convey primarily positive messages. Instead, transparency implies that information should be available and should be subject to review, not just be favourable to the organisation (Li, Sun and Hu, 2022). 
Weak performances can undermine environmental performance and bolster credibility of communication when they are openly admitted. Tesco demonstrates this by revealing the problems of food-waste classification, showing that acknowledging weaknesses in measurement may minimise the temptation to report an artificially full account. This also supports a wider concept of greenwashing, which may also be associated with selective disclosure, exaggerated emphasis and vagueness instead of just false statements (Bernini and La Rosa, 2024). 
However, continual subpar performance cannot be mitigated by transparency. Consistency of missed targets without being corrected can undermine credibility in the future. In the case of M&S, Plan A is based in part on maintaining the presence of limitations and achievements. Altogether, balanced disclosure can bolster authenticity, as well as credibility, when underpinned by clarification, responsibility and perpetuated sustainability performance (Alyahia et al., 2024).
Interim implication: credibility of communication can be enhanced through open disclosure of poor performance, but where disclosure is followed with accountability, flexibility and follow-up.
[bookmark: _Toc238719986][bookmark: _Toc239795086]5.3.3 Cross-Channel Consistency and Evidence Accessibility
Communication on sustainability occurs through reports, corporate webpages, packaging, advertising and social media; thus, cross-channel consistency is significant to credibility. The overall sustainability message of the retailer cannot be entirely expressed through a single channel (Nemes et al., 2022). The results validate this opinion but highlight accessibility. Morrisons demonstrates that relevant evidence might be scattered across webpages and will be more difficult to connect commitments, actions and outcomes by stakeholders. 
M&S and Tesco demonstrate robust evidence integration. Sainsbury’s is better at providing structured performance data and Asda is better at giving clear examples to customers at the expense of a weaker target-to-result comparison. Cross-channel consistency thus ought to imply consistency in meaning, scope and evidence, but not the same messaging. Customer-facing channels and reports inherently vary in their technicality. Increasing disclosure is not necessarily a positive contribution towards better communication; it may make it more difficult to access, and simplify it to the point of eliminating valuable qualification (Xu, Li and Xu, 2023). 
Sustainability information to various stakeholder audiences and communication purposes should thus be simplified effectively without compromising on its verifiability (Ding et al., 2024).
Interim conclusion: sustainability evidence builds more powerful credibility when the stakeholders can trace coherent claims made in the customer-facing messaging to more support information elsewhere.
[bookmark: _Toc238719987][bookmark: _Toc239795087]5.3.4 Authenticity, Greenwashing Risk and Potential Brand Trust
The last theme explores the role that credibility of communication, authenticity and greenwashing threat can play in brand trust. Credible communication may enhance confidence; however, it is not an indication that consumers believe in the brand. Green trust is an expression of confidence in the fulfilment of environmental commitments, whereas broader brand trust involves reliability and intentions (Chen, 2010). 
Some cross-case evidence reports a conditional association: M&S, Tesco and Sainsbury’s strongly report and exemplify conditions of trust, the comparability of Asda is limited and the evidence of Morrisons is fragmented, which undermines overall plausibility throughout the company's sustainability communications.
[bookmark: _Toc239794897]Table 5: Cross-Case Credibility Comparison
	Company
	Key strength
	Key limitation
	Overall view

	M&S
	Evidence and measurable reporting in the Integrated Plan A.
	Imbalanced improvement in certain targets.
	Good communication structure, yet it is a promise to be kept.

	Tesco
	Performance gaps measurement and disclosure.
	Weaknesses in food waste and measurement.
	Even if sustainability outcomes are far from perfect, disclosure of performance gaps can enhance the credibility of communication.

	Asda
	Clear measured initiatives
	Weaker overall business comparison
	Good supporting evidence for specific claims, but less for company level claims.

	Morrisons
	Quantifiable goals and action plans.
	Fragmented public evidence
	Verification difficulty is communicatively weakening of substantive activity

	Sainsbury’s
	Balanced performance reporting
	Lack of consistency and shifting goals
	Transparency propagates credibility in circumstances where reforms are sufficiently put in context



Table 5 synthesises the four analytical themes and indicates that there is no retailer that appears to be consistently strong or weak across credibility dimensions. Instead of ranking environmental performance, it determines the mechanisms of determining the credibility of communication and demonstrates that effective sustainability performance does not necessarily lead to effective sustainability communication. Appendix A gives a retailer-by-retailer comparison, indicating the differences in credibility conditions and limitations between the five cases. These discoveries support the view that authenticity may reinforce trust and that credible signals and consumer reactions are diverse (Lee and Jeong, 2022). They also support concerns that perceived greenwashing is detrimental to brand image and green trust (Tu et al., 2024).
Interim conclusion: credibility and authenticity mediate the possible connection between sustainability communication and brand trust, and are not determined by communication quantity or good environmental statements.
[bookmark: _Toc238719988][bookmark: _Toc239795088]5.4 Integration with the Conceptual Framework
The Chapter 2 conceptual framework is widely based, but it has to be refined. It initially considered clarity of claims, quality of evidence, transparency and cross-channel consistency as credibility behaviours that determined the possible trust implications of sustainability communication. Results support all four dimensions, yet indicate that the effects of all four are not independent, nor are they equally strong. The results suggest that the quality of evidence is influenced by whether measures are scaled to the scope of the claim, if positive and negative performance are reported, and if there is a consistency between the claim presented to customers and the supporting evidence provided in various channels. 
The refined pathway is: 


[bookmark: _Toc239794907]Figure 4: Refined Sustainability–Trust Pathway. Source: Self-made based on the Chapter 2 conceptual framework and Chapter 5 findings.
Figure 4 indicates that sustainability communication itself affects trust-supporting conditions indirectly via the mediating variables of clarity, substantiation, transparency and consistency which determine credibility and authenticity. These, in turn, decrease the possible risk of greenwashing and ensure more favourable conditions to support brand trust instead of proving it.
Proportionality of claim and evidence are further predisposing factors to this linkage, whereas poor performance is reported and supportive information is available. All in all, clarity and substantiation are two credibility conditions, and transparency and consistency are two conditions on accountability and accessibility. Nonetheless, the credibility/authenticity-to-brand-trust relationship is theoretically substantiated but empirically unexplored, because documentary evidence is unable to prove a causal change in consumer trust in this secondary documentary research design (Lee and Jeong, 2022).
[bookmark: _Toc238719989][bookmark: _Toc239795089]5.5 Robustness Considerations
The interpretation should be qualified by various alternative explanations. First, the research hinges on primarily secondary documentary sources created by organisations that can be biased to show sustainability efforts in a positive light. Self-presentation may be part of corporate reporting, along with selection bias, publication bias, and such initiatives are better-known than failed ones or those that are terminated (Bernini and La Rosa, 2024). 
Second, the variability in retailers might be a sign of maturity in reporting, scale of organisation and information architecture as opposed to true variations in sustainability commitment (Jha and Verma, 2024). The fragmented evidence generated by Morrisons should not automatically be read as a lack of good environmental performance, for instance.  Attribution bias is also relevant since regulation, investment, supply-chain structures and reporting practices can have an independent impact on sustainability outcomes and their visibility. 
Third, triangulation of sustainability reports, corporate webpages and regulatory documents enhances the confidence of the documentary findings, but it does not show the way of consumer interpretation or psychological trust. 
Consequently, the paper will be highly sceptical of signals of credibility and will not make causal inferences based solely on documentary evidence.
[bookmark: _Toc238719990][bookmark: _Toc239795090]5.6 Practical Synthesis and Bridge to Chapter 6
The cross-case analysis provides four insights. Firstly, retailers are advised to associate sustainability objectives with specific benchmarks, processes and quantifiable results to enable stakeholders to determine the level of achievement (Bengtson and Mossberg, 2023). This is traceable through the percentage of material claims against specific baselines, time and progress markers, which is substantiable. 
Second, it is appropriate to report on material shortfalls as well as the achievements since partial positivity can lead to higher levels of greenwashing (Bernini and La Rosa, 2024). Retailers can monitor the ratio of sustainability goals where both successes and failures are described clearly. 
Third, organisations are supposed to enhance the accessibility of evidence that supports them through channels (Nemes et al., 2022). Claims seen by the customer can be in a brief form, but should be linked to comprehensive reporting. Measurement can also involve the percentage of claims which are directly connected to supporting evidence and the amount of cross-channel discrepancies that cannot be resolved. 
Fourthly, claims need to align with the boundaries of evidence. Also, product-level performance claims should not be broadly interpreted as an indication of overall organisational sustainability performance unless there is adequate support (Ding et al., 2024). There are situations where the scope of a sustainability claim is larger than the scope of supporting evidence that can be identified through regular claim audits. Such measures would render the quality of communication transparent, comparable and manageable among reporting periods. 
In the case of M&S, the activities that should be secured by Plan A are therefore integrated claims, evidence and progress reporting. The focus of Chapter 6 must then be on signalling, credibility on measurability, equal disclosure, cross-channel traceability and consistency in the stated ambition and provided sustainability results.
[bookmark: _Toc238719991][bookmark: _Toc239795091]5.7 Chapter Summary
Chapter 4 largely supports the literature while refining several relationships. Claim clarity, substantiation, transparency and cross-channel consistency are all signals of credibility, but their usefulness is equal to the proportionality of the evidence, accessibility and openness of poor performance. The results also dispel the impression that there is a commonality between environmental performance and plausible sustainability communication. Adverse results can coexist with plausible reporting when they are reported clearly, whereas the plausible programmes may undermine the plausibility when presented selectively or when they are generalised out of the scope of the evidence. Signalling Theory is also a suitable choice as sustainability communication involves a lack of information between retailers and stakeholders. Nonetheless, the credibility of signals is based on the ability of stakeholders to confirm the extent, evidence and performance context (Amaya et al., 2021). Sustainability marketing communications thus orchestrate environments that could possibly underpin brand trust instead of realising augmented trust, informing Chapter 6 consequences.



[bookmark: _Toc238784177][bookmark: _Toc239795092]Chapter 6: Conclusion
[bookmark: _Toc238784178][bookmark: _Toc239795093]6.1 Introduction
The final chapter of this research summarises the main findings and reflects on the implications for the theory, managerial practice and future research. It investigated the potential of sustainability marketing communication to affect brand-trust-enabling circumstances in UK grocery retail, with reference to M&S and a comparison across Tesco, Asda, Morrisons and Sainsbury’s. In a qualitative multiple-case design that relied on secondary documentary evidence, the study evaluated the claim clarity, substantiation, transparency and cross-channel consistency. These findings are synthesised in the chapter, and theoretical contributions, practical recommendations, limitations and future research directions are presented.
[bookmark: _Toc238784179][bookmark: _Toc239795094]6.2 Summary of Key Findings
The research observes four related findings. To begin with, a clear claim is only helpful to the extent that it is backed by evidence proportionate to the scope and strength of the claim. While product-level evidence can support a specific environmental claim, it may not be enough for supporting a company's overall sustainability standpoint. The more clearly defined and supported the boundaries, baselines, targets and timelines are, the more credible the claims become, consistent with the requirements of regulators for clear and substantiated environmental claims (CMA, 2021).
Second, transparency does not refer to positive disclosure. Data and evidence from M&S, Tesco and Sainsbury's show that when targets are not met, openly and honestly acknowledging and explaining the missed targets and measurement limits can help to build communication credibility when gaps are identified and understood. Transparency also enables stakeholders to either evaluate shortcomings or successes, and selective disclosure can raise the greenwashing threat (Xu, Li and Xu, 2023).
Third, access to evidence is an issue. Fragmented information found on webpages and reports may be available but difficult for stakeholders to trace, connect and verify, and claims presented to consumers need to be tracked down to substantiation (Verleye et al., 2023).
These principles, however, were applied in different ways to the cases. M&S and Tesco had relatively well-integrated evidence structures, while Asda's evidence structures were less integrated across the company and Morrisons' evidence structures were more dispersed.
Lastly, brand trust is not directly seen in the communication of sustainability. Rather, transparency and clear substantiation enhance credibility and authenticity, perceived risk of greenwashing decreases and more desirable grounds of trust formation amongst relevant stakeholders are developed.
[bookmark: _Toc238784180][bookmark: _Toc239795095]6.3 Theoretical Implications
This study makes three theoretical contributions to understanding sustainability marketing communication and its potential relationship with brand trust. The contributions refine Signalling Theory in the field of sustainability communication to make it more explicit, and explain the role of credibility, transparency and authenticity, when consumers are not able to check the environmental practices of the organisation directly.
[bookmark: _Toc239795096]6.3.1 Contribution 1: Evidence Proportionality as a Condition of Signal Credibility
The first theoretical contribution is the development of Signalling Theory, which adds the notion of claim-evidence proportionality as one of the conditions of the credibility of the signal. Sustainability communication acts as a signal as it contains information that consumers cannot easily see, such as emissions, sourcing, packaging, waste and supply chains, that are known by the retailers. The practices themselves can thus provide a source of observable signals of otherwise hard to measure organizational practices, thus decreasing information asymmetry (Amaya et al., 2021). 
However, measurable evidence is not always sufficient for ensuring credibility. Additionally, the extent of the evidence corresponds with its extent of the claim, it is important to determine whether the extent of the evidence corresponds to the extent of the claim. For instance, a reduction in packaging quantified at a product level can be used to back a product sustainability claim but not for a retailer's sustainability claim. In practice, this is an extension of Signalling Theory as signal strength is also dependent on claim-evidence congruence, rather than just evidence quantity, visibility and specificity (Bengtson and Mossberg, 2023).
[bookmark: _Toc239795097]6.3.2 Contribution 2: Transparency as a Conditional Credibility Mechanism
The second theoretical contribution, ‘transparency as a conditional, not automatic source of credibility’, is a conceptualisation of transparency as a credential source that requires extra qualification. Although sustainability disclosure is related to openness, it does not necessarily lead to transparency in itself, the results of this study indicate. In-depth reporting or overemphasis on achievements may perpetuate information asymmetry by downplaying the limitations, missed targets or weaker performance. Hence, the disclosure may not lead to the credibility (Xu, Li and Xu, 2023). 
The results of the cross-case analysis suggest that when there is underperformance, along with explanation, accountability and corrective action, then it has a positive impact on the credibility of the report. Transparency is best achieved when organisations report on successes and significant shortcomings, and provide appropriate background to stakeholders for judging the performance. This builds on previous research that correlates transparency and green-brand authenticity, revealing that transparent and accountable reporting can help to establish more credible sustainability signals (Li, Sun and Hu, 2022).
[bookmark: _Toc239795098]6.3.3 Contribution 3: Credibility and Authenticity as Intervening Mechanisms between Communication and Brand Trust
This theoretical contribution extends the assumed relationship between the sustainability marketing communication and brand trust by introducing the third theoretical contribution, which refines the assumed relationship between sustainability marketing communication and brand trust. The results challenge the notion that a linear relationship exists between the amount of sustainability communication and trust. Rather, credibility and authenticity exist as mediating factors between communication and trust building factors. Communication can be factual, but selective, promotional, or inconsistent with the rest of the organisation's communication, and communication style and corporate self-praise can influence the evaluation of the communication by stakeholders (Christis and Wang, 2021). 
Similarly, if claims are not actually false, but they are ambiguous or they only have enough information to support only part of the claim, the potential for greenwashing exists (Nemes et al., 2022). The uncertainty can influence the green-brand equity and make people suspicious of environmental information (Qayyum et al., 2023). The polished pathway is sustainability communication → communication-quality signals → credibility and authenticity → diminished greenwashing risk → increased trust-supporting conditions. This is influenced by clarity, level of substantiation, proportionality, transparency and cross-channel consistency. Since consumer trust was not directly assessed, the contribution is of an analytical nature and does not lend itself to statistical generalisation, but to analytical generalisation (Verleye et al., 2023).

[bookmark: _Toc238784186][bookmark: _Toc239795099]6.4 Managerial Implications
The results suggest that communication of sustainability should be treated by retailers as a system for auditing the credibility of the communication and not just as a means of promotion.
[bookmark: _Toc239794898]Table 6: Managerial Action and Control Framework
	Priority
	Managerial action
	Key implementation requirement
	Suggested KPI
	Why it matters 

	Claim substantiation
	Before publication, review all material environmental claims, and ensure that the scope of a claim is supported by sufficient and credible evidence.
	Defined claim ownership, baselines, evidence sources and reporting timeframes.
	% of material claims supported by verified evidence, baseline and timeframe.
	Does not allow evidence gathered at the product level to be extrapolated to environmental claims. Sustainability managers need to check the evidence and marketing managers make sure that the published claim doesn't stretch beyond the scope.

	Balanced transparency
	Report material gains, failures to meet objectives and performance weaknesses based on similar criteria and time periods, and corrective action as appropriate.
	Formal exception reporting, explanation of shortfalls and documented remedial actions.
	% of material sustainability targets with current progress and shortfalls publicly reported.
	Reduces one-sided reporting and increases accountability for both successes and failures. Sustainability reporting teams need to produce a balanced report on performance, and senior management should look to corrective responses for major weaknesses.

	Cross-channel traceability and consistency
	Ensure that sustainability statements are tied to supporting information and regularly check reports, webpages, packaging and campaign statements for inconsistencies.
	Central evidence repository, common claim definitions and regular cross-functional communication audits.
	% of customer-facing claims linked to supporting evidence; number of unresolved cross-channel inconsistencies.
	Allows stakeholders to follow claims to evidence and helps to minimize miscommunication. Consistent claims should be maintained by a joint effort between marketing, sustainability, corporate communications and digital teams with the customers and corporate channels.

	Greenwashing prevention
	Formally audit material environmental claims for quality and update claims with imprecise, inflated or poorly substantiated statements before publication.
	Mandatory legal, compliance, sustainability and marketing approval for material green claims.
	% of material environmental claims passing pre-publication review before release.
	Minimises regulatory and reputational risk due to false or inflated claims. Regulatory risk should be considered by the legal/compliance team, evidence accuracy and suitable claim wording by sustainability and marketing managers.



Table 6 compares the results to four managerial controls. Claim substantiation helps to prevent narrow claims from being extrapolated into broader environmental claims whilst balanced transparency enables creators to see that there may be material weaknesses. Cross channel traceability and consistency ensures that the customer-facing claims are linked to evidence across the channels of communication, and that there are no conflicting messages between the reports, web pages, packaging and campaigns. Pre-publication review minimises regulatory and reputational risks if environmental claims are misleading or may have exaggerated claims (ASA, 2023).
For M&S, the focus is on improving the connection between Plan A aspirations and implementation and tangible results, not on increasing the frequency of communication. While M&S is very detailed in its reporting it is essential that it reports successes, failures and remedial measures to earn credibility, as well (Marks and Spencer Group plc, 2026). Transparency and claim verification should be a continuous responsibility of sustainability, marketing and communications and compliance managers. There is a risk of weakening credibility conditions, which could lead to a decrease in trust-supported perceptions (Li and Sun, 2022). Greenwashing concerns need to be addressed by organizational adjustments, not a renewed push for promotion (Wang and Walker, 2023).

[bookmark: _Toc238784187][bookmark: _Toc239795100]6.5 Limitations and Directions for Future Research
There are three limitations to the study. Firstly, it has been based on secondary documentary evidence, meaning that much organisational content was created or chosen by the retailers themselves. Webpages and corporate reports might focus on successes and give less attention to failed initiatives, underperformance or internal challenges. Whereas comparison between the various types of sources enhances analytical strength, documentary triangulation does not completely abolish source bias.
Second, the research is based on five UK grocery retailers. This offers convenient analytical comparison, but is not statistically generalisable across industries or even countries, where the expectations on regulatory efforts, environmental consciousness and reporting maturity may vary.
Third, the study evaluates brand-trust-enhancing circumstances instead of brand trust of consumers directly. It thus cannot establish whether more transparent or clearer sustainability communication can lead to higher levels of trust, purchase intention or loyalty, nor can it provide documentary evidence of causal associations between communication practices and consumer responses.
The refined conceptual pathway should be tested by future studies using mixed methods. The effects on credibility, authenticity and trust of claim clarity, disclosure of underperformance and access to evidence could be explored through experiments. Longitudinal research may help assess the ability of transparency to maintain consumer trust over time after repeated missed targets. Triangulation using surveys, documentary coding and behavioural indicators may be enhanced by comparing the perception and responses of consumers to retailer communication. Claim evidence proportionality in multi-industry studies and in cross-country studies could also be tested under varying competitive and regulatory conditions, and provide greater evidence of long-term trust.
[bookmark: _Toc238784188][bookmark: _Toc239795101]6.6 Closing Statement
This paper finds that sustainability marketing communication can reinforce brand credibility when the claims are stated, supported in a proportional way and reflected transparently and consistently in the channels. These attributes reinforce credibility, authenticity and minimise the risk of greenwashing. Trust-enabling sustainability communication in M&S and similar retailers relies on the consistency between what the retailer says, what the retailer can substantiate and what the retailer delivers.


[bookmark: _Toc239795102]References
Advertising Standards Authority (ASA) (2023) Misleading environmental claims and social responsibility in advertising. London: ASA. Available at: https://www.asa.org.uk/static/d819e399-3cf9-44ea-942b82d5ecd6dff3/0cb6bf59-8b70-44bd-98c7b048994b9096/Misleading-environmental-claims-and-social-responsibility-in-advertising.pdf (Accessed: 19 June 2026).
Advertising Standards Authority (ASA) (2025) Misleading environmental claims and social responsibility in advertising. Available at: https://www.asa.org.uk/resource/misleading-environmental-claims-and-social-responsibility-in-advertising.html (Accessed: 26 July 2026).
Advertising Standards Authority (ASA) (2026) Misleading environmental claims and social responsibility in advertising. Available at: https://www.asa.org.uk/resource/misleading-environmental-claims-and-social-responsibility-in-advertising.html (Accessed: 2 August 2026).
Aïmeur, E., Amri, S. and Brassard, G. (2023) ‘Fake news, disinformation and misinformation in social media: a review’, Social Network Analysis and Mining, 13(1), Article 30. Available at: https://doi.org/10.1007/s13278-023-01028-5
Alyahia, M., Azazz, A.M.S., Fayyad, S., Elshaer, I.A. and Mohammad, A.A.A. (2024) ‘Greenwashing behavior in hotels industry: The role of green transparency and green authenticity’, Sustainability, 16(3), 1050. Available at: https://doi.org/10.3390/su16031050.
Amaya, N., López-Santamaría, M., Cuero Acosta, Y.A. and Grueso Hinestroza, M.P. (2021) ‘A step-by-step method to classify corporate sustainability practices based on the Signaling Theory’, MethodsX, 8, 101538. Available at: https://doi.org/10.1016/j.mex.2021.101538.
Asda Group Ltd (2024) ESG report 2024. Leeds: Asda Group Ltd. Available at: https://asdagroceries.scene7.com/is/content/asdagroceries/Z%20FUTURE/Microsites/Corporate/Documents/ESG_Report_2024.pdf (Accessed: 29 June 2026).
Asda Group Ltd (2025) Asda updates on ESG performance. Available at: https://corporate.asda.com/newsroom/2025/12/02/asda-updates-on-esg-performance (Accessed: 28 June 2026).
Badhwar, A., Islam, S., Tan, C.S.L., Panwar, T., Wigley, S. and Nayak, R. (2024) ‘Unravelling green marketing and greenwashing: a systematic review in the context of the fashion and textiles industry’, Sustainability, 16(7), Article 2738. Available at: https://doi.org/10.3390/su16072738
Bendig, D., Schäper, T. and Erbar, F. (2024) ‘Revealing the truth: The moderating role of internal stakeholders in sustainability communication’, Journal of Cleaner Production, 434, 139969. Available at: https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jclepro.2023.139969 .
Bengtson, E. and Mossberg, O. (2023) The virtues of green marketing: A constructive take on corporate rhetoric. Cham: Palgrave Macmillan.  
Bernini, F. and La Rosa, F. (2024) ‘Research in the greenwashing field: Concepts, theories, and potential impacts on economic and social value’, Journal of Management and Governance, 28, pp. 405–444. Available at: https://doi.org/10.1007/s10997-023-09686-5
Bernini, F., Giuliani, M. and La Rosa, F. (2024) ‘Measuring greenwashing: A systematic methodological literature review’, Business Ethics, the Environment & Responsibility, 33, pp. 649–667. Available at: https://doi.org/10.1111/beer.12631
Bhattacharyya, J., Dash, M.K., Hewege, C., Balaji, M.S. and Lim, W.M. (2021) Social and sustainability marketing: A casebook for reaching your socially responsible consumers through marketing science. 1st edn. Boca Raton, FL: Productivity Press.
Braun, V. and Clarke, V. (2021a) Thematic analysis: A practical guide. 1st edn. London: SAGE Publications Ltd.
Braun, V. and Clarke, V. (2021b) ‘One size fits all? What counts as quality practice in (reflexive) thematic analysis?’, Qualitative Research in Psychology, 18(3), pp. 328–352.
Brereton, P. (2022) Essential concepts of environmental communication: An A–Z guide. 1st edn. Abingdon: Routledge.
Chaudhuri, A. and Holbrook, M.B. (2001) ‘The chain of effects from brand trust and brand affect to brand performance: The role of brand loyalty’, Journal of Marketing, 65(2), pp. 81–93. Available at: https://eli.johogo.com/Class/jm-2001.pdf
Chattopadhyay, S., Sondhi, S.S. and Dalal, A. (eds) (2024) Sustainable marketing and customer value. 1st edn. Abingdon: Routledge.
[bookmark: _Hlk238698225]Chen, Y.-S. (2010) ‘The drivers of green brand equity: Green brand image, green satisfaction, and green trust’, Journal of Business Ethics, 93, pp. 307–319.
Choudhury, M. (2024) ‘Signaling theory’, Journal of Accounting, Business and Management (JABM), 31(2), pp. 98–120.
Christis, J. and Wang, Y. (2021) ‘Communicating environmental CSR towards consumers: The impact of message content, message style and praise tactics’, Sustainability, 13(7), 3981. Available at: https://doi.org/10.3390/su13073981.
Competition and Markets Authority (CMA) (2021) Green Claims Code: Making environmental claims. Available at: https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/green-claims-code-making-environmental-claims (Accessed: 24 July 2026).
Competition and Markets Authority (CMA) (2024) Green claims: CMA secures landmark changes from ASOS, Boohoo and Asda. London: GOV.UK. Available at: https://www.gov.uk/government/news/green-claims-cma-secures-landmark-changes-from-asos-boohoo-and-asda (Accessed: 29 June 2026).
Competition and Markets Authority (CMA) (2026) Making green claims: Getting it right, across the supply chain. Available at: https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/making-green-claims-getting-it-right-across-the-supply-chain/making-green-claims-getting-it-right-across-the-supply-chain (Accessed: 4 August 2026).
Daou, L., Sayegh, E., Atallah, E., Jabbour Al Maalouf, N. and Sarkis, N. (2025) ‘Greenwashing as a barrier to sustainable marketing: Expectation disconfirmation, confusion, and brand–consumer relationships’, Sustainability, 17(22), Article 9979. Available at: https://doi.org/10.3390/su17229979
de Sio, S., Zamagni, A., Casu, G. and Gremigni, P. (2022) ‘Green trust as a mediator in the relationship between green advertising skepticism, environmental knowledge, and intention to buy green food’, International Journal of Environmental Research and Public Health, 19(24), 16757. Available at: https://doi.org/10.3390/ijerph192416757 
Delgado-Ballester, E. (2004) ‘Applicability of a brand trust scale across product categories: A multigroup invariance analysis’, European Journal of Marketing, 38(5/6), pp. 573–592. doi: 10.1108/03090560410529222.
Deloitte (2024) Consumer sustainability report: Creating value from sustainable products. London: Deloitte. Available at: https://www.deloitte.com/global/en/industries/consumer/research/consumer-sustainability-report.html (Accessed: 29 June 2026).
Ding, Y., Meng, X. and Sun, C. (2024) ‘Simplicity matters: Unraveling the impact of minimalist packaging on green trust in daily consumer goods’, Sustainability, 16(12), 4932. Available at: https://doi.org/10.3390/su16124932.
Eisenhardt, K.M. (1989) ‘Building theories from case study research’, Academy of Management Review, 14(4), pp. 532–550. doi: 10.2307/258557. Available at: https://www.jstor.org/stable/258557.
Fenech, C., Walton, B. and Majury, A. (2024) ‘The sustainable consumer: understanding consumer attitudes to sustainability and sustainable behaviours’, Deloitte UK. Available at: https://www.deloitte.com/uk/en/Industries/consumer/perspectives/the-sustainable-consumer.html (Accessed: 29 June 2026).
Financial Times (2024) ‘Asos, Boohoo and George pledge clarity on green credentials after CMA probe’, Financial Times, 27 March. Available at: https://www.ft.com/content/14f4af4b-083a-4a8f-926f-dd97b6a30ec0 (Accessed: 29 June 2026).
Foroudi, P. and Palazzo, M. (eds) (2021) Sustainable branding: Ethical, social, and environmental cases and perspectives. 1st edn. Abingdon: Routledge
Freeman, R.E. (2010) Strategic management: A stakeholder approach. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.
Frey, S., Bar Am, J., Doshi, V., Malik, A. and Noble, S. (2023) ‘Consumers care about sustainability—and back it up with their wallets’, McKinsey & Company, 6 February. Available at: https://www.mckinsey.com/industries/consumer-packaged-goods/our-insights/consumers-care-about-sustainability-and-back-it-up-with-their-wallets (Accessed: 29 June 2026).
Ghitti, M., Gianfrate, G. and Palma, L. (2024) ‘The agency of greenwashing’, Journal of Management and Governance, 28, pp. 905–941. Available at: https://doi.org/10.1007/s10997-023-09683-8.
GS1 UK (2024) Majority of consumers don’t trust companies to come clean about their environmental impact. London: GS1 UK. Available at: https://www.gs1uk.org/insights/press-releases/majority-of-consumers-don%E2%80%99t-trust-companies-to-come-clean-about-their-environmental-impact (Accessed: 29 June 2026).
Guerreiro, J. and Pacheco, M. (2021) ‘How green trust, consumer brand engagement and green word-of-mouth mediate purchasing intentions’, Sustainability, 13(14), 7877. Available at: https://doi.org/10.3390/su13147877.
Ha, M.-T., Ngan, V.T.K. and Nguyen, P.N.D. (2022) ‘Greenwash and green brand equity: The mediating role of green brand image, green satisfaction and green trust and the moderating role of information and knowledge’, Business Ethics, the Environment & Responsibility, 31(4), pp. 904–922. Available at: https://doi.org/10.1111/beer.12462
Hansen, H. (2023) Brand management in a co-creation perspective: Communication as constitutive of brands. 1st edn. Abingdon: Routledge.
Hinson, R.E., Adeola, O. and Adisa, I. (eds) (2021) Green marketing and management in emerging markets: The crucial role of people management in successful implementation. Cham: Palgrave Macmillan.
J Sainsbury plc (2025) Annual report and financial statements 2025. London: J Sainsbury plc. Available at: https://corporate.sainsburys.co.uk/media/e1lfnybd/sainsbury-annual-report-and-financial-statements-2025.pdf (Accessed: 27 June 2026).
J Sainsbury plc (2025) Sustainability. London: J Sainsbury plc. Available at: https://corporate.sainsburys.co.uk/sustainability/ (Accessed: 26 June 2026).
J Sainsbury plc (2026) Plan for Better report 2025/26. London: J Sainsbury plc. Available at: https://corporate.sainsburys.co.uk/media/pldfss3l/sainsburys-plan-for-better-report-2025-26.pdf (Accessed: 5 August 2026).
Jamal, F.N., Othman, N.A., Fitriani, D., Rohmah, W., Leuveano, R.A.C. and Fahmi, A.A. (2023) ‘Integrated model of brand trust for green marketing’, International Journal of Sustainable Development and Planning, 18(6). Available at: https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Raden-Achmad-Chairdino-Leuveano/publication/371939440_Integrated_Model_of_Brand_Trust_for_Green_Marketing/links/649ee5178de7ed28ba68dc74/Integrated-Model-of-Brand-Trust-for-Green-Marketing.pdf
Jha, A.K. and Verma, N.K. (2024) ‘Social media platforms and user engagement: A multi-platform study on one-way firm sustainability communication’, Information Systems Frontiers, 26, pp. 177–194. Available at: https://doi.org/10.1007/s10796-023-10376-8.
Johnson, T.F. and Greenwell, M.P. (2022) ‘Are companies using Twitter to greenwash and hide bad environmental performance?’, Energy, Ecology and Environment, 7, pp. 213–226. Available at: https://doi.org/10.1007/s40974-021-00237-y
Khan, K.U., Atlas, F., Arshad, M.Z., Akhtar, S. and Khan, F. (2022) ‘Signaling green: Impact of green product attributes on consumers’ trust and the mediating role of green marketing’, Frontiers in Psychology, 13, 790272. Available at: https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2022.790272.
Kotler, P., Armstrong, G. and Balasubramanian, S. (2026) Principles of marketing. 20th edn. Harlow: Pearson.
Lee, S.-H. and Jeong, G.-Y. (2022) ‘The effect of corporate social responsibility compatibility and authenticity on brand trust and corporate sustainability management: For Korean cosmetics companies’, Frontiers in Psychology, 13, 895823. Available at: https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2022.895823.
Li, G. and Sun, X. (2022) ‘The impact of green brand crises on green brand trust: An empirical study’, Sustainability, 14(2), 611. Available at: https://doi.org/10.3390/su14020611.
Li, J., Chiu, D.K.W., Ho, K.K.W. and So, S. (2024) ‘The use of social media in sustainable green lifestyle adoption: social media influencers and value co-creation’, Sustainability, 16(3), Article 1133. Available at: https://doi.org/10.3390/su16031133
Li, J., Sun, X. and Hu, C. (2022) ‘The role of skepticism and transparency in shaping green brand authenticity and green brand evangelism’, Sustainability, 14(23), 16191. Available at: https://doi.org/10.3390/su142316191 
Marks and Spencer Group plc (2025) Annual report and financial statements 2025. London: Marks and Spencer Group plc. Available at: https://corporate.marksandspencer.com/sites/marksandspencer/files/2025-05/Marks-and-Spencer-Group-plc-Annual-Report-and-Financial-Statements-2025_INTERACTIVE_FINAL.pdf (Accessed: 24 June 2026).
Marks and Spencer Group plc (2025) ESG Report 2025. Available at: https://corporate.marksandspencer.com/sites/marksandspencer/files/2025-05/Marks-and-Spencer-Group-plc-ESG-Report-2025.pdf (Accessed: 27 July 2026).
Marks and Spencer Group plc (2025) Plan A: our planet. London: Marks and Spencer Group plc. Available at: https://corporate.marksandspencer.com/esg/plan-a-our-planet (Accessed: 23 June 2026).
Marks and Spencer Group plc (2025a) Annual report and financial statements 2025. London: Marks and Spencer Group plc. Available at: https://corporate.marksandspencer.com/sites/marksandspencer/files/2025-05/Marks-and-Spencer-Group-plc-Annual-Report-and-Financial-Statements-2025_INTERACTIVE_FINAL.pdf (Accessed: 24 June 2026).
Marks and Spencer Group plc (2025b) Basis of reporting 2025. London: Marks and Spencer Group plc. Available at: https://corporate.marksandspencer.com/sites/marksandspencer/files/2025-05/Basis_of_Reporting_2025.pdf (Accessed: 6 August 2026).
Marks and Spencer Group plc (2026) ESG report 2026. London: Marks and Spencer Group plc. Available at: https://corporate.marksandspencer.com/sites/marksandspencer/files/marksandspencer/annual-report/marks-and-spencer-group-plc-esg-report-2026.pdf (Accessed: 7 August 2026).
Mogaji, E., Adeola, O., Adisa, I., Hinson, R.E., Mukonza, C. and Kirgiz, A.C. (eds) (2022) Green marketing in emerging economies: A communications perspective. Cham: Palgrave Macmillan.
Mohamad Saleh, M.S., Rahman, N.A.A. and Adi Kasuma, S.A. (eds) (2023) Sustainability communication across Asia: Fundamental principles, digital strategies and community engagement. 1st edn. Abingdon: Routledge.
Montgomery, A.W., Lyon, T.P. and Barg, J. (2024) ‘No end in sight? A greenwash review and research agenda’, Organization & Environment, 37(2), pp. 221–256.
Moodaley, W. and Telukdarie, A. (2023) ‘Greenwashing, sustainability reporting, and artificial intelligence: A systematic literature review’, Sustainability, 15(2), p. 1481. doi:10.3390/su15021481.
Morrisons (2025) Sustainability. Bradford: Wm Morrison Supermarkets Ltd. Available at: https://www.morrisons-corporate.com/morrisons-sustainability/sustainability/ (Accessed: 22 June 2026).
Mugoni, E., Kanyepe, J. and Tukuta, M. (2024) ‘Sustainable supply chain management practices (SSCMPS) and environmental performance: a systematic review’, Sustainable Technology and Entrepreneurship, 3(1), Article 100050. Available at: https://doi.org/10.1016/j.stae.2023.100050
Mukonza, C., Hinson, R.E., Adeola, O., Adisa, I., Mogaji, E. and Kirgiz, A.C. (eds) (2021) Green marketing in emerging markets: Strategic and operational perspectives. Cham: Palgrave Macmillan.
Nemes, N., Scanlan, S.J., Smith, P., Smith, T., Aronczyk, M., Hill, S., Lewis, S.L., Montgomery, A.W., Tubiello, F.N. and Stabinsky, D. (2022) ‘An integrated framework to assess greenwashing’, Sustainability, 14(8), Article 4431. Available at: https://doi.org/10.3390/su14084431
Nordigården, D., Feber, D., Grünewald, F., Pley, M., Seidner, M. and Conrad, M. (2025) ‘Sustainability in packaging 2025: inside the minds of global consumers’, McKinsey & Company, 24 June. Available at: https://www.mckinsey.com/industries/packaging-and-paper/our-insights/sustainability-in-packaging-2025-inside-the-minds-of-global-consumers (Accessed: 29 June 2026).
Oppong-Tawiah, D. and Webster, J. (2023) ‘Corporate sustainability communication as “fake news”: Firms’ greenwashing on Twitter’, Sustainability, 15(8), Article 6683. Available at: https://doi.org/10.3390/su15086683
Poulis, A., Theodoridis, P. and Zacharatos, T. (2026) ‘Green branding in the digital era: The role of influencer credibility and greenwashing in shaping brand authenticity, trust and purchase intentions’, Sustainability, 18(1), Article 451. Available at: https://doi.org/10.3390/su18010451
Primožič, L. and Kutnar, A. (2022) ‘Sustainability communication in global consumer brands’, Sustainability, 14(20), Article 13586. Available at: https://doi.org/10.3390/su142013586 
Prior, D.D., Buttle, F. and Maklan, S. (2024) Customer relationship management: concepts and technologies. 5th edn. London: Routledge.
Qayyum, A., Jamil, R.A. and Sehar, A. (2023) ‘Impact of green marketing, greenwashing and green confusion on green brand equity’, Spanish Journal of Marketing - ESIC, 27(3), pp. 286–305. Available at: https://doi.org/10.1108/SJME-03-2022-0032
Ruiz-Blanco, S., Romero, S. and Fernandez-Feijoo, B. (2022) ‘Green, blue or black, but washing: What company characteristics determine greenwashing?’, Environment, Development and Sustainability, 24, pp. 4024–4045. doi:10.1007/s10668-021-01602-x.
Salimi, M., Tuscolano, F., Niininen, O. and Uusitalo, O. (2026) ‘The role of social media in exposing greenwashing: Consumer sentiments and discussions’, Corporate Social Responsibility and Environmental Management, 33(2), pp. 2360–2383.
Sander, F., Föhl, U., Walter, N. and Demmer, V. (2021) ‘Green or social? An analysis of environmental and social sustainability advertising and its impact on brand personality, credibility and attitude’, Journal of Brand Management, 28(3), pp. 429–445. doi:10.1057/s41262-021-00236-8.
Santos, C., Coelho, A. and Marques, A. (2024) ‘A systematic literature review on greenwashing and its relationship to stakeholders: State of art and future research agenda’, Management Review Quarterly, 74, pp. 1397–1421. Available at: https://doi.org/10.1007/s11301-023-00337-5
Saunders, M.N.K., Lewis, P. and Thornhill, A. (2024) Research Methods for Business Students. 9th edn. Harlow: Pearson.
Spence, M. (1973) ‘Job market signaling’, The Quarterly Journal of Economics, 87(3), pp. 355–374. Available at: https://doi.org/10.2307/1882010
Suchman, M.C. (1995) ‘Managing legitimacy: Strategic and institutional approaches’, Academy of Management Review, 20(3), pp. 571–610. Available at: https://doi.org/10.2307/258788
Tesco plc (2025) Annual report and financial statements 2025. Welwyn Garden City: Tesco plc. Available at: https://www.tescoplc.com/media/ky0bfwpo/tesco_ar25_interactive.pdf (Accessed: 21 June 2026).
Tesco plc (2026) Sustainability report 2026. Welwyn Garden City: Tesco plc. Available at: https://www.tescoplc.com/media/yjmlhji0/tesco-sustainability-report-2026.pdf (Accessed: 20 June 2026)
Tu, J.-C., Cui, Y., Liu, L. and Yang, C. (2024) ‘Perceived greenwashing and its impact on the green image of brands’, Sustainability, 16(20), 9009. Available at: https://doi.org/10.3390/su16209009
Verleye, G., De Ruyck, A., Vermeulen, W. and Schoenaers, I. (2023) ‘Credibility of green advertising: Six elements that drive credibility in green advertising’, Frontiers in Communication, 8, p. 1056020. doi:10.3389/fcomm.2023.1056020.
Wang, D. and Walker, T. (2023) ‘How to regain green consumer trust after greenwashing: Experimental evidence from China’, Sustainability, 15(19), p. 14436. doi:10.3390/su151914436.
Wu, L. and Liu, Z. (2022) ‘The influence of green marketing on brand trust: The mediation role of brand image and the moderation effect of greenwash’, Discrete Dynamics in Nature and Society, 2022, Article ID 6392172, pp. 1–10. Available at: https://doi.org/10.1155/2022/6392172
Xu, W., Li, M. and Xu, S. (2023) ‘Unveiling the “veil” of information disclosure: Sustainability reporting “greenwashing” and “shared value”’, PLOS ONE, 18(1), p. e0279904. doi:10.1371/journal.pone.0279904.
Xu, Y., Du, J., Shahzad, F. and Li, X. (2021) ‘Untying the influence of green brand authenticity on electronic word-of-mouth intention: A moderation–mediation model’, Frontiers in Psychology, 12, p. 724452. doi:10.3389/fpsyg.2021.724452.
Yin, R.K. (2018) Case Study Research and Applications: Design and Methods. 6th edn. Los Angeles, CA: SAGE Publications.
Zhang, K., Pan, Z., Janardhanan, M. and Patel, I. (2023) ‘Relationship analysis between greenwashing and environmental performance’, Environment, Development and Sustainability, 25, pp. 7927–7957. doi:10.1007/s10668-022-02381-9.

[bookmark: _Toc239795103]Appendices
[bookmark: _Toc239795104]Appendix A: Proposed Conceptual Framing
[bookmark: _Toc239794899]Table 7: Proposed Conceptual Framing
	Analytical component
	Evaluation criteria
	Analytical purpose

	Sustainability marketing communication
	Sustainability strategies and reports, annual reports, corporate websites and customer-facing brand messages across the five retailer cases, including M&S Plan A
	Recognise and contrast the messages of sustainability in the communication channels and on retailer cases.

	Communication quality
	Claim clarity, evidence and substantiation quality, message consistency and transparency
	Analyse the credibility of the communication and its attributes that can build or detract from brand trust.

	Greenwashing risk
	Vague claims, weak evidence, inconsistency, overstatement and limited substantiation
	State factors that could cause loss of credibility and consumer scepticism.

	Cross-case comparison
	M&S as the focal case compared with Tesco, Asda, Morrisons and Sainsbury’s
	Evaluate similarities and differences in sustainability communication practices and credibility in cases.

	Brand-trust implications
	Credibility, authenticity and trust relevance
	Evaluate potential impacts of the credibility and authenticity of the communicator on brand trust without measuring consumer trust.
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[bookmark: _Toc239795105]Appendix B: Operationalisation of the Conceptual Framework for Documentary Analysis
[bookmark: _Toc239794900]Table 8: Operationalisation of the Conceptual Framework for Documentary Analysis
	Construct
	Operational Definition
	Documentary Indicators
	Evidence to Identify
	Analytical Interpretation

	Sustainability marketing communication
	The sustainability-related statements, reports, policies and communication to consumers about environmental and social responsibility that retailers make and publish
	Sustainability strategies; ESG/sustainability reports; annual reports; corporate webpages; campaigns; product or customer-facing sustainability statements
	Communication around carbon, sourcing, packaging, waste, materials and ethical production and wider environmental commitments.
	Identifies the messages for sustainability, how to communicate them and the differences between the retailer cases

	Claim clarity
	Specificity of a sustainability claim, understandability and clearly bounded sustainability claim
	Specific terminology; clearly defined goals; identified sustainability issue; timeframe; scope; boundaries
	Claims involving carbon, packaging, sourcing, waste, materials production and ethical production that contain a clear meaning and clearly defined limits.
	Clear signals of sustainability are given with specific and bounded claims, vague and overbroad claims diminish the credibility of communication; and

	Evidence and substantiation quality
	How well the sustainability claims is backed by measurable, verifiable or documented information
	Quantified targets; baseline data; percentages; dates; certifications; methodologies; KPIs; progress information
	ESG metrics, emissions information, waste data, certifications, target updates, and performance measures.
	More substantiation makes the claim look like it has more information and credibility, and unsupported claims could detract from credibility.

	Transparency
	Effectiveness of communication to give stakeholders the opportunity to assess sustainability commitments and reported performance
	Progress reporting; methodology; boundaries; limitations; missed targets; contextual information; supporting evidence
	Annual reports, sustainability/ESG reports, detailed corporate webpages, explanations of progress and/or shortcomings
	Disclosure that is balanced and evaluative can enhance credibility, selective or incomplete disclosure can raise credibility issues.

	Cross-channel consistency
	Alignment of sustainability messages across different means of communication within organisations
	Consistency in targets; terminology; dates; commitments; metrics and sustainability narratives across reports, websites and customer-facing messages
	Annual report, Plan A material, sustainability webpages, campaigns and customer-facing claims are compared annually.
	Signal coherence would be enhanced by consistency of communication; if there are contradictions, either unexplained change or inconsistencies, then the credibility of the message might suffer.

	Communication credibility
	The overall credibility, reliability and trust in sustainability communication from features in the document.

	Clarity and definite claims; tangible evidence; even communication; uniformity of communication.

	Overall trends on claims, targets, metrics, methodologies, progress reporting, limits and consistency between various reports, websites and customer facing messaging.

	Communication is understood as more credible when it's clear, substantiated, transparent, and consistent. Strengths in these areas help to build trust in the sustainability signal, while weaknesses across these dimensions diminish the confidence in the sustainability signal.


	Authenticity signals
	Evidence that appears to support the sustainability claims in relation to other general organisation claims, evidence and reported activities are visible.
	Continuity of commitments; long-term targets; evidence of implementation; alignment between claims, evidence and reported activities
	A series of repeated commitments with performance information, programmes, initiatives and organisational actions.
	When there is more congruence there are more likely to be higher levels of perceived authenticity and communication credibility; when there is less congruence, there are more likely to be lower levels of perceived authenticity and communication credibility.

	Greenwashing risk
	Communication attributes which may make an environmental impression greater than supporting evidence.
	Vague terminology; exaggerated language; unsupported comparisons; selective disclosure; omission; insufficient evidence; inconsistency
	Environmental-superiority statements that are not accompanied by details such as metrics, definitions, boundaries or supporting information.
	The higher the difference in the strength of the sustainability claim and evidence supporting it, the higher the potential risk of greenwashing.

	Cross-case comparison
	Comparisons, both within and between the two groups of cases (M&S as the focal case and Tesco, Asda, Morrisons and Sainsbury's as comparator cases), of sustainability communication and credibility characteristics in terms of systematics.
	Similarities and differences in claim clarity, substantiation, transparency, cross-channel consistency, authenticity signals and greenwashing risk
	Similar claims, targets, the terms, evidence, reporting and communicating with customers in the five retailers.
	Recognises where there are similarities and differences in M&S communication with comparator cases. Comparison is about the communication characteristics and does not make an assumption about the similarity of the business models of retailers or environmental performance.

	Potential brand-trust implications
	The theoretically derived degree of credibility that observed sustainability communication characteristics can include to help or hinder brand trust.
	Clear, specific, substantiated, transparent and consistent communication versus vague, weakly evidenced, selective or inconsistent communication
	The overall pattern is emerging across the breadth of clarity, substantiation, transparency, consistency across channels, authenticity and risk of greenwashing.
	Communication traits are considered as trust-supporting or trust-eroding. They are not seen as direct evidence or the actual amount of consumer brand trust.
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[bookmark: _Toc239794901]Table 9: Cross-Case Analytical Findings Matrix
	Retailer
	Claim Clarity
	Evidence / Substantiation
	Transparency / Consistency
	Overall Interpretation

	M&S
	Clear Plan A targets, baselines and timeframes
	Strong KPI reporting and Basis of Reporting
	Reports achievements and shortfalls across key areas
	While food-waste and recyclability targets are still missing, there is strong credibility signals.

	Tesco
	Clear environmental pillars and measurable targets
	Strong baselines, progress data and performance reporting
	High transparency, including food-waste underperformance and data issues
	While there is good evidence, there are gaps in performance that are apparent.

	Asda
	Clear examples at operational and product-level 
	Quantified carbon, packaging and certification evidence
	Poor cross-channel comparability and distinguishability of any underperformances
	Reliable initiatives, but unbalanced performance evidence

	Morrisons
	Clear Sustain commitments and targets
	Quantified evidence for emissions, waste and sourcing
	Evidence is scattered around on various Web pages
	Credibility is supported by measurable evidence; however, there is fragmentation that hinders verification.

	Sainsbury’s
	Clear Plan for Better targets and indicators
	Strong scorecard and quantified performance evidence
	Reports both achievements and packaging shortfalls
	Credible reporting is enhanced by balanced reporting, though it may be challenging to maintain consistency in the event of a change in target.
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[bookmark: _Toc239794902]Table 10: Quantitative Sustainability Evidence and Target-Progress Matrix
	Retailer
	Environmental Area
	Reported Evidence / Result
	Target or Benchmark
	Analytical Significance

	M&S
	Scope 1 and 2 emissions
	38% reduction
	55% location-based reduction target by 2029/30
	Demonstrates measurable progress but continuing delivery requirement.

	M&S
	Packaging reduction
	613.4 million packaging units eliminated
	Ongoing Plan A packaging commitments
	Provides measurable evidence supporting implementation claims.

	M&S
	Recycled content
	31% recycled content in food packaging
	30% target
	Target exceeded, strengthening substantiation.

	M&S
	Recyclable packaging
	91% of own-brand packaging recyclable
	100% target
	Clear disclosure of underperformance increases transparency.

	M&S
	Food waste
	5% reduction from 2017/18 baseline
	50% reduction by 2029/30
	Large disparity between desired and actual levels of achievement.

	Tesco
	Scope 1 and 2 emissions
	68% reduction from 2015/16 baseline
	60% target
	Target exceeded and strongly substantiated through measurable reporting.

	Tesco
	Packaging
	99% of UK own-brand packaging recyclable
	Near-complete recyclability ambition
	Provides strong quantitative support for packaging communication.

	Tesco
	Food waste
	24% reduction
	50% target
	Major target shortfall is openly acknowledged.

	Tesco
	Data quality
	Food-waste misclassification identified through internal review
	Accurate and consistent measurement expected
	Disclosure increases transparency, but reveals the shortcomings in measurement.

	Asda
	Scope 1 and 2 emissions
	12% year-on-year reduction; 48% reduction since 2021
	Carbon-reduction commitments
	Gives measurable evidence of progress toward operations.

	Asda
	Packaging
	97.5% of own-brand packaging recyclable
	Packaging sustainability ambition
	Good quantitative results, but less apparent are comparisons with target-results.

	Asda
	Product packaging
	Beef-mince packaging reduced by 60%, removing 43 tonnes of plastic
	Product-level packaging reduction
	Can give a real-world example on the consumer side but cannot stand for whole-business performance.

	Morrisons
	Scope 1 and 2 emissions
	26.75% reduction from 2019 baseline
	80.6% reduction by 2035
	Offers direct comparison to targets and measurable long-term plan.

	Morrisons
	Food waste
	Approximately 5,000 tonnes reduced
	50% reduction by 2030
	Shows action, but the various measurement bases make it difficult to compare actions with target results.

	Sainsbury’s
	Operational GHG emissions
	53.6% reduction from 2018/19 baseline
	68% Scope 1 and 2 reduction by 2030
	Indicates substantial measurable progress towards the target.

	Sainsbury’s
	Scope 3 supplier engagement
	51.6% of Scope 3 emissions linked to suppliers with SBTi-approved 1.5°C-aligned targets
	Supply-chain decarbonisation programme
	Demonstrates implementation beyond direct operations.

	Sainsbury’s
	Food redistribution
	26.8 million meals donated
	Food-waste and redistribution commitments
	Provides measurable evidence of practical implementation.

	Sainsbury’s
	Food waste
	11,030 tonnes of food waste avoided
	Food-waste reduction commitment
	Supports evidence of operational action.

	Sainsbury’s
	Plastic packaging
	17.9% reduction
	Packaging-reduction commitments
	Shows progress while Chapter 4 also identifies packaging underperformance.

	Sainsbury’s
	Recycled content
	23% recycled content
	Packaging sustainability commitments
	Provides measurable progress, but shows uneven performance throughout environmental groups.
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[bookmark: _Toc239794903]Table 11: Cross-Case Discussion Synthesis Matrix
	Analytical Theme
	M&S
	Tesco
	Asda
	Morrisons
	Sainsbury’s
	Critical Cross-Case Interpretation

	Claim clarity
	Plan A displays an easily identifiable sustainability strategy, with clear sustainability goals and reporting.
	Environmental pillars and quantified commitments are fairly well communicated.
	Product and/or operational claims can be specific and easily understood.
	Quantified sustainability targets are available, although information is dispersed.
	Plan for Better offers a clear plan and specific commitments.
	Ambitions for sustainability on a broad level are more likely to be accompanied by clarity of scope, targets and timeframe when clearly defined. However, individual claims should not be extrapolated to be evidence of sustainable performance of the whole business.

	Evidence and substantiation quality
	Performance varies and there is a good amount of evidence including KPIs, SBTi-related targets, implementation mechanisms and measurable outcomes.
	There are good measurement systems, reporting and disclosure of progress that give a considerable degree of verification and measurement issues are also apparent.
	Specific examples such as packaging reduction demonstrate evidence for specific initiatives but less for organisation performance.
	While there are measurable emissions and food waste projects, there is some lack of comparability due to different measurement bases.
	The use of performance indicators and supplier-engagement evidence to support several sustainability claims.
	Strong substantiation is not ensured by the level of quantification. Evidence is more credible when it matches the scope of the sustainability claim.

	Transparency and disclosure of underperformance
	There are signs of improvement in areas where progress has not been as strong as desired, such as food-waste progress, as well as areas of success.
	Missed food-waste performance and measurement issues are acknowledged.
	Positive outcomes are more evident than desired outcomes that are not achieved or gaps in the target.
	There is measurable progress, but the limitations are not as well woven throughout the sources.
	Reporting of packaging shortfalls and inequities is apparent.
	M&S, Tesco and Sainsbury's show that when they disclosed under-performance, it improves the credibility of the communicator. Transparency should thus mean a balanced disclosure, but not necessarily a positive disclosure.

	Cross-channel consistency and accessibility
	There is comparatively integrated evidence with Plan A and company reports.
	Reporting is detailed and relatively well integrated; may be difficult for some to access due to technical complexity.
	While there are good examples of tangible customer-facing examples, the target-to-result comparability is not as far developed across communication sources.
	Relevant evidence is fragmented across different webpages and sources.
	Structured reporting makes reporting easier, but changing targets can impact consistency.
	Information that is available to the public may not necessarily be available to individuals or be easily verified by individuals. A stronger claim is more credible when there are detailed supporting pieces of evidence for the claim which can be traced to the customer.

	Authenticity signals
	The long-term Plan A approach to positioning and disclosure of mixed performance supports strategic integration of sustainability rather than sustainable promotion in isolation.
	Signals of authenticity are provided by detailed measurement and acknowledgement of weaknesses.
	Authenticity will be achieved in the claim level with concrete initiatives, while the level of corporate inference will be restricted.
	Substantive action is shown in how the operations and supply chains are carried out, but with disjointed communications the message is less powerful.
	Progress and weaknesses are balanced to give authenticity signals.
	The perceived authenticity seems to be greater when sustainability assertions are matched by action and when organisations report both positive and negative results.

	Potential greenwashing risk
	Risk is reduced by detailed evidence and disclosure, although ambitious claims require continued delivery.
	While there are concerns that certain targets might not have been met, strong disclosure alleviates concerns of selective-reporting issues.
	There may be an increased risk if successful initiatives at the product level are seen as a reflection on the overall organisation.
	Although actions can be taken, comprehensive verification can be more difficult due to fragmentation.
	While transparency minimises risk, shifting targets needs to be sufficiently explained and contextualised.
	Greenwashing risk does not apply just to explicitly false statements. Misleading impressions can also be formed by selecting a focus, lack of boundaries, lack of access to evidence and disproportionate generalisation.

	Potential brand-trust implication
	Comparatively good conditions to support trust, provided for further progress in relation to commitments.
	The conditions of credibility of transparency and measurement are relatively strong, even in such imperfect situations.
	Specific substantiated initiatives have a greater level of trust supporting credibility than do general corporate conclusions.
	Weaker trust signals can occur if there is less information available to locate or to compare when substantive sustainability activity is created.
	Balanced reporting establishes relatively good conditions of trust for target changes which contextualise the changes properly
	Sustainability communication is most likely to contribute to brand trust and build credibility and authenticity indirectly. Documentary evidence shows conditions that may support trust, but does not prove actual consumer trust.
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